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Introduction

Beneath the Cypress Shadows was born from a desire to create a collection of
Southern Gothic stories that explore where horror stems from in our lives. Bookended
with two flash fiction pieces (“Regeneration” and “Renewal”) set in a West Tennessee
swamp containing a lone tree at its center that, in the real world, exists only a few miles
from my house, these stories bring into question if we are the creators of our own horrors.
Purposefully setting almost every story in fictional small towns that resemble many of
ours in West Tennessee, I wanted to create a sense of home sometimes being the birth of
many of our own horrors. Some stories allow the reader to see horrors through our
actions as in “The Scars We Carry.” Some allow for a supernatural presence, God, or
even the Devil have an influence on the horrors we encounter. Do we allow the Devil or
God have much say in the choices we make or the way we live our lives such as we read
in “Sins of the Father”?

Reality can also inspire stories, even horror stories, as in “This One Isn’t Mine”
and “As Close as Brothers.” Both are very loosely based on true incidents that occurred
many years ago within my circle of family and friends. With their permission, I
fictionalized the places and people, and allowed creativity to turn an alleged murder on
train tracks into a story of slowly going insane and what was a hilarious story of having
to transport a body to Memphis into a story about just how close brothers can be, no
matter what separates them. “The Store” is another piece that was inspired by a quick
visit to a random gas station along a backroad in West Tennessee that sold a hodgepodge

of random items just as you’d see in a flea market. I’ve often wondered if items can carry



il
memories or even souls once they’re left behind and seeing them all placed in a gas
station to buy was, to me at least, a little creepy itself.

The final story between the bookends is “Sometimes the Devil is Real” and is
perhaps the story I feel shows the collection’s theme the best. It is the only story set
outside of West Tennessee with all of it taking place on or near the Appalachian Trail in
northern Georgia and Eastern Tennessee. But the experiences of the main character as she
travels the trail create a sense of impending doom but still a sense of hope that the horror
in her life will not win out over the good.

Besides answering the question of horror and its development in the characters of
these stories, this collection was also written as an outlet for my own personal struggles
through major life changes that I was going through while writing many of the stories
you read here. Deaths, divorce, career changes, and other twists and turns in my life
helped me create characters that, although faced with horrors, creatures, demons, dismal
settings, and more, could somehow reach readers somewhere in their own lives and their
own horrors. I believe we write to reveal our own lives in a way that we can dissect or
perhaps hide away the parts of us we don’t want to reveal or the parts that we want to pull
out and lay bare to heal ourselves. It is my hope that through this collection, through the
horrors we face in our lives, somehow a hidden healing emerges in its own way by telling

ourselves the stories we must in order that we begin to change our lives.
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To those who wander through the hollers, swamps, mountains, and forests—the real and

the imaginary—uncover the hidden stories there; they are the ones desiring to be told.

“We tell ourselves stories in order to live...We look for the sermon in the suicide,
for the social or moral lesson in the murder of five. We interpret what we see, select the
most workable of the multiple choices. We live entirely, especially if we are writers, by
the imposition of a narrative line upon disparate images, by the "ideas" with which we
have learned to freeze the shifting phantasmagoria which is our actual experience.”

—Joan Didion, The White Album



Regeneration

What you should’ve remembered about the tree is this—it’s not dead. Don’t let
the corpse gray bark and desolate branches, not even presenting a bud or flash of green in
the springtime, fool you. There is life teeming all around it, but you can’t see it—not yet.
There’s never a sign of life on it to the naked eye save for the blood-red sap that
sometimes appears. Maybe you should’ve listened to all those tales from folks around
here that anything living stays away from that tree because nothing good can come of
being around it. But you don’t worry too much about it, and, anyway, things take care of
themselves sometimes.

Just like the cottonmouth, gliding across the surface of the water, could take care
of things. The alligator, resting silently on the fallen cypress, could, too. You don’t even
really notice them when you sit down to rest, just for a moment, on the only ground that
wasn’t pocketed with sinking soil among the peat moss covered bogs. You’ll be fine here,
you’re sure. Now you see the cottonmouth and alligator just fine from here, where you
feel safe.

But it’s not them you should’ve worried about anyway. You never have to worry
about most of the things you can see with your eyes in the swamp. It’s what comes in the
shadows on the edges of vision that should worry you. It’s the slightest drops of crimson
sap blooming through fabric threads of your clothes, binding you to your resting spot.
You ignore the kudzu creeping around the ashen trunk until you feel its smothering hug.
You don’t notice the fleshy paleness reflected in the dark water between the shadows of
the leafless branches until it’s too late. You didn’t notice much at all, but don’t worry, it

won’t be long now.



Sins of the Father

Oliver Barlowe felt a heavy presence around him as he sat in his study, unfounded
worry and fear twisting both his face and mind. The room was heavy, almost airless. On
the desk where his pulpit bible lay open to the gospel of Matthew and the Sermon on the
Mount. Oliver closed the bible and ran his hands over the worn leather cover, smoothed
by the years of use from all the pastors of the Shiloh Creek Community Church. He was
the 21 pastor to serve the church in its 150-year history and all had used this same bible
every Sunday in the church’s existence. Oliver never had a problem coming up with his
Sunday sermons once he decided on a scripture, but this one was troubling him for
reasons he couldn’t place, Matthew 7:15—"Beware of false prophets, who come to you in
sheep's clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves.” He had always loved preaching
using the Sermon on the Mount, but today he couldn’t find the right words to teach this
one verse. But he knew God would give him the right words by the time he began his
message. Tucking the Bible under his arm but still with a heavy feeling about something
he couldn’t determine, Oliver headed outside to the winding, wooded path along the edge
of the cemetery between the parsonage and the church.

*okok

Rachel Barlowe sat in the pew she remembered from her childhood, third from
the front, the right-hand side, with a good view of the pulpit to her left so she could watch
her father as he did what he loved and had been doing ever since she could remember.
Rachel didn’t often get home anymore since her work as a journalist kept her busy, but
she was able to grab a few extra days of vacation time from working long hours, so she

caught the redeye to Nashville and drove the two more hours down into West Tennessee



that morning to surprise her father, Oliver. She hadn’t even had time to wash the airplane
off or change clothes, but it didn’t matter. Getting home was all she had on her mind.
Rachel glanced at her watch. 8:55 am. Church began at 9, but so far, she hadn’t seen her
father at all. It wasn’t like him to be late to church. He was always there at least an hour
before everyone else just to sit and go over his message in the quiet. Robert Black, the
church deacon and the town mayor, gently touched Rachel on her shoulder.

“Rachel, so good to see you,” Robert said, “I know your father was happy you
came in to surprise him!”

Rachel turned, “Hi, Mr. Black. Great to see you. I would hope he’s surprised but I
actually haven’t seen him yet. Came straight from the airport here.”

“Oh!” Robert looked at her in surprise, “So, you’ve not seen him either? Well, I’'m
sure he will be out shortly”

Rachel smiled and nodded as Robert turned to walk to the front of the church to
begin services. She looked around the adjacent pews, seeing the familiar faces of her
childhood from Gus Archer, the local hardware store owner, and Martha Smith, who
worked at the local diner as long as Rachel could remember, and then turning her
attention back to the altar, she noticed her father still had not taken his place in the seat
next to Robert Black, who was rising slowly to stand at the lectern.

“Folks, looks like Brother Oliver is running a tad late this morning, but ’'m sure
he’ll be here soon, so let’s go ahead with the announcements.”

Rachel listened as the various committee meetings, donations, and Bible studies

were announced, but she still couldn’t give her full attention to any one of them. Where



was her father? He was never late. Not once in her memory of being at this church had he
been late to services.

Just as Robert Black finished the announcement welcoming Rachel back to town,
the rear door of the church creaked open. Rachel and the rest of the congregation turned,
expecting to see her father stepping into the sanctuary but instead they were greeted by a
man none of them seemed to know.

He was close to her age, maybe a few years older, 35 or 40, and dressed in dark
jeans and a black button-down shirt. His boots were covered in dust as if he’d been
walking for a long time. He had dark hair that hung in waves just past the tops of his ears
and just at the nape of his neck. Coupled with what looked like a few weeks-old scruff,
Rachel couldn’t help but see his rugged handsomeness as he strode to the front of the
church, stopping at her pew.

“Ma’am,” he began, with a thick Southern drawl, “Mind if I sit.”

Rachel nodded and shifted toward the center of the pew. She noticed he carried a
black leather Bible that looked twice as old as he was with the name “Lucas Shepherd”
inscribed on the bottom right corner. When she looked up, it was directly into his eyes, a
golden-brown color that reminded her of the eyes of a wolf she’d once seen while hiking
in the Rockies a few years ago.

He held out his hand for her, “Lucas Shepherd the third.”

“Rachel Barlowe,” she said, shaking his hand.

“Barlowe? I saw the pastor’s name Barlowe on the sign out front.”

“Yes, I’'m his daughter.”



“Oh, well I suppose I should behave myself,” Lucas whispered, winking.

Rachel stifled a laugh in an attempt to act more composed than she actually felt
when she looked into his eyes, “No worries, Mr. Shepherd. He’s not even here yet, so
you’re just fine.”

“Lucas, please. I am nowhere near old enough for you to call me Mister,” he
grinned, almost sheepishly but with a slight air of smugness, as if he knew exactly what
she was thinking.

“Alright. Lucas, then,” Rachel said, “By the way, you didn’t happen to anyone
else outside, did you? Reverend-like? Probably wearing a suit? Carrying a Bible?”

“No, ma’am. Sure didn’t.”

Rachel nodded, “Thanks. I hate to leave our conversation but if you’ll excuse me
for a moment, I need to speak to the deacon.”

She felt Lucas’ eyes on her as she walked to the altar, motioning for Robert to
lean down to her so she could talk with him.

“Mr. Black, I’'m going to run over to the parsonage to see if maybe dad fell asleep
or forgot the time or...something.”

Robert agreed, “Alright. I’ll go ahead and get us through a couple of songs and
some scripture. Hurry back. I’'m a little concerned.”

Rachel slipped out the back door behind the choir to the cemetery path that would
take her to the parsonage faster. She knew her father used this path to get to the church,
and she hoped that he hadn’t fallen or hurt himself in some way. As she hurried along the
turns of the trail, she looked around, hoping she’d see some sign he’d ben on the path

earlier, maybe an accidentally dropped church bulletin or prayer note from his Bible.



Nothing. She stopped at the cemetery gate and took a long look around the stones, hoping
maybe he’d stopped to pray or put flowers down on her mother’s grave. She’d died ten
years ago, but Rachel knew that her father stopped by as often now as he did in those first
few months after she’d passed away. She could see her mother’s headstone. No Oliver
Barlowe. But there was something else sitting on the very top of the grave. She opened
the gate, hoping it wasn’t what she thought it might be. She knelt and picked up the Bible
she’d known her father to carry with him everywhere he went. It wasn’t his preacher’s
Bible, but a pocket-sized burgundy leather one he always had with him, sometimes
tucked into his suit coat pocket, sometimes in his leather satchel he took with him most
days. She ran her thumb over the right-hand corner where her mother’s name had been
inscribed in gold script lettering—Anne Barlowe.

Rachel opened the Bible, hoping to find some sort of note, anything to explain
why this Bible was here but her father wasn’t. Still, nothing. She tried not to let her
overthinking get in the way of being rational, but she still took off at an almost run
toward the parsonage, hoping maybe he was there. She reached the door and turned the
knob, hoping it was unlocked because she knew that would mean he was in the house.
The knob turned and she breathed a sigh of relief.

“Dad! Hey! I'm home! Surprise!”

The house was too still. She went room to room trying to find him, her mind
racing with worst-case scenarios of what could have happened to explain his absence.
The last room she checked was his study. He’d been known to fall asleep at his desk,
studying the Bible long hours into the night, sometimes early morning. Please, God. Let

him be in here, she silently prayed as she opened the door. Her heart sank as she saw no



one was there. The room was as it always had been. Books stacked on the shelves, a
Bible on the desk, her father’s coat and hat hanging on the coat rack just to the left of the
door. The only thing different was the smell of something that had recently been burned.
She had gone through the entire house, noticing nothing that would have been on fire or
that had been recently charred. She shook it off as nothing more than her imagination and
walked to the desk where the Bible lay open to the Gospel of Matthew. There was a
smudged circle of ink around a verse. "Beware of false prophets, who come to you in
sheep's clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves.” Rachel knew the verse well. It was
Matthew 7:15; the ominous warning verse that followed the famous narrow and wide
gates verses in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. She picked up the Bible, noticing a note
underneath.

Robert,

Hope you see this before services this morning because I know one
of you will come looking for me. So sorry. But I've been called away to an
urgent matter out of town for a few weeks. I was unable to call to let you
know as I dropped my phone in the creek fishing yesterday and it is still
drying out. Will touch base when I arrive, so dont worry. I've called in
another pastor.

In Christ,
Oliver
Rachel studied the note, turning it over in her hand, trying to see if there were any
more clues to where her father had gone. The note was in her father’s handwriting, and he

would have signed it “Oliver” since this wasn’t a formal letter. But who was the pastor he



had called in? She thought of the newcomer that morning, Lucas. Could he be the interim
pastor her father called? Rachel grabbed the note and her mother’s Bible and headed back
to the church.

As she approached, she saw that Robert was waiting at the door for her. She
handed him the note, explaining how she’d found the house, keeping the mysterious
burning scent to herself for now.

“Huh,” Robert said, a confused look on his face.

Rachel shrugged, hoping she wasn’t showing the worry that lingered in the back
of her mind, “I had the same reaction when I found it. It all makes sense, though, as to
why he might not have called instead—you know how he is with technology. If the phone
wasn’t working, he would never have thought to do anything other than write a note.”

Robert chuckled, “You’re right. Oliver is definitely set in his ways.”

“But, Mr. Black, the only thing I can’t figure out is who the other preacher is he
said he was sending. No one—"

A voice cut Rachel off, “Excuse me, ma’am. I am guessing I can clarify this little
mystery.”

She turned to see Lucas Shepherd approaching them and raised an eyebrow at
him.

“You see, I didn’t have time to explain myself earlier when I sat down,” he said,
gesturing toward Robert, “As I mentioned to Mr. Black just a few minutes ago, Rev.
Barlowe contacted me to fill in for a while for him. I’m a traveling preacher of sorts, and

I had met him some time ago and mentioned when I’d be in the area next and—"



It was Rachel’s turn to cut him off, “But if he left so urgently and his phone was
not working, how did he have time to even get in touch with you?”

“Oh, well, I happened to be in the area and wasn’t too far from the parsonage, so |
stopped in to say hello just as he was getting the call,” Lucas said, nonchalantly, “and I
offered to fill in until he got back.”

“What a relief, Mister...?” Robert offered his hand to Lucas.

“Lucas Shepherd, Mr. Black. Sorry I didn’t have time to formally introduce
myself.”

Rachel stared skeptically. Why would this man have been in the area and why
would he have just stopped in to see her father on a Sunday morning when he would’ve
been getting ready for services? Lucas, being a minister himself, would’ve known that,
right?

“Mr. Shepherd...” Rachel began.

“Lucas, please, I told you”

She shook off the feeling she got when he locked eyes with her and collected her
words again, “Lucas, well, thanks for filling in for him...so how long did my father say
he’d be gone and exactly where did he go since you seem to know so much?”

“He wasn’t quite sure how long the trip would be, but he said to not worry
anyone. [ believe he said he was having to go to Wrightsville, several hours away, and
he’d be back as soon as he dealt with whatever matters he had there.”

“Wrightsville?”” Rachel asked. “Did he say what was going on?”

“No, ma’am. Just that he was needed there. I had just passed through there not too

long ago, and I know they had some troubles at their church there. I tried helping them,
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but I’'m only a simple traveling preacher, and they seemed to need someone more...adept
at handling community issues. Maybe that’s why your father was need there.”

Rachel thought for a moment. Wrightsville was a small town around four hours
away from Shiloh Creek, and it was notorious for not being able to keep ministers in
years past. She supposed that was the reason her father was needed since he had helped
them and other small congregations work out turnover issues with pastors. But she
couldn’t help thinking something still seemed off about the whole situation.

“Well, Lucas, thank you for coming to fill in for him. I’'m sure everyone will be
happy you are here for a while.”

Robert cut in, laughing, “I certainly know I am glad—I definitely didn’t want to
have to be the preacher for however long Oliver was gone!”

Lucas slapped him on the back as if they were old friends, “Don’t worry, Mr.
Black. I’ll be here as long as I’'m needed.”

Rachel watched the exchange between the two men. She had her doubts about this
Lucas Shepherd fellow. She had no idea where he’d come from before arriving in Shiloh
Creek, and her journalist instincts had her wanting to find out more about him before
completely trusting everything he was saying. But she also considered her father and
Robert Black. If they trusted him, she was in no place to argue. She hadn’t been back
home for any good length of time in a while, so she was sure some dynamics in the town
and the church had changed. Still, she worried about her father. She looked down at the
small Bible in her hand, once again running her hand over her mother’s name as she
turned to look up at the church. She’d planned to stay at least a week, and in that time,

she knew her father would likely call saying everything was fine, to enjoy herself, and
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that he was sorry he’d missed her. Maybe she’d take the end of the week and drive to
Wrightsville to surprise him there.

“Ok, gentlemen, I guess now that the mystery is solved, we should head into
church.”

Lucas smiled, locking eyes with her once again, “Ladies, first.”

Rachel walked up the steps toward the doors leading to the sanctuary, all the
while feeling Lucas’ eyes follow her.

An hour later the congregation filed out of the church, laughing and smiling, as
they were relieved to hear Oliver Barlowe had not gone missing, but was on a ministry
mission, and excited that Lucas Shepherd was filling in. Rachel had to admit, she enjoyed
Lucas’s powerful style of preaching that differed from her father’s meek and mild
sermons. But she still couldn’t place the feeling every time he looked over at her. She
shouldn’t think about how handsome he was while he was preaching. It was those kinds
of thoughts that always led her down the path into some sort of sin of the flesh that her
father had warned her about but that she couldn’t seem to stop doing. The fact was that it
felt like he was staring into her soul, as if he knew what she was thinking, not just about
him, but everything else, too. This stirred feelings about him in her that she knew she
needed to ignore but struggled to quell. She wondered if the others in the congregation
felt the same. She had watched him make eye contact with many of them during the
message and throughout the service. She’d never really noticed a preacher do that before.
Most preachers she had seen, even her father, just looked over the crowd or above them,
rarely meeting their eyes. But not Lucas. He drew everyone in, drew her in, just by his

eyes. She wanted to speak with him after the service, but he was nowhere to be found.
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Rachel walked behind the church, heading toward the parsonage. It had been a long day,
and she was worn out from traveling and still the slightest bit of worry in the back of her
mind.

As she rounded the corner of the building next to the cemetery, she saw Lucas
walking among the headstones. She was still hidden under the cover of trees, invisible to
him but mesmerized as he brushed his fingertips on each gray monument he passed as if
to say hello to whatever spirits might be lingering near their final resting places. Then he
stopped, turning in her direction. Rachel moved behind a tree, hiding so he couldn’t see
she was watching him. After a few seconds, she emerged from the shaded path. No
Lucas. Maybe he just moved behind a tree, too, she thought.

He watched her walk away, smirking at the silliness in which she had just acted,
hiding behind a tree. But of course, she didn’t know he could still see her. It didn’t matter
where she hid. He also knew every thought she had about him when she was sitting in the
church. She wasn’t beautiful but she was pretty. He couldn’t help his attraction to her, as
well. The human in him helped with that part quite often. Rachel continued the path to
the parsonage, with Lucas following close behind, but she never knew he was there, and
he would keep it that way until just the right moment. She had to trust him, and he knew
that would take a little time.

A few hours later, Rachel had unpacked her suitcase, grabbed a few groceries
from the market down the street, cooked an early dinner of pasta and store-bought sauce,
and was finally able to relax. She poured a large glass of wine from the bottle of cheap
merlot she’d found at the market and sank into the cushions of the large leather sofa in

the living room of the parsonage. She still felt uneasy about how her father had simply
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left without really letting anyone know what was happening, and much of that feeling had
to do with the Bible she was holding in her lap. Why was it on her mother’s grave and not
with her father on his trip? He always carried it, no matter where he was going or what he
was doing. She took a long sip of the wine, wincing at the bitterness of it that was
expected but somehow still a surprise no matter how many cheap bottles she’d
encountered over the years. She opened the Bible to the where the tattered ribbon marker
held place. The book of Matthew, chapter seven. The same scripture that was marked in
the Bible in her father’s study. Wolves among the sheep from the Sermon on the Mount.
That s odd, Rachel thought, but quickly found a reason to justify the scripture being the
same. Maybe he’d planned on using this Bible to preach instead of the larger one he
normally used. There couldn’t be any other explanation, so that must be it. She leafed
through the thin pages. Her mother had loved this Bible, and clearly read it often, making
notes in the small margins on many of the pages. Rachel knew her father often referred to
these notes and which scriptures her mother had underlined when he wrote many of his
sermons. She flipped again to Matthew—"Beware of false prophets, who come to you in
sheep's clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves.” She racked her brain to remember if
her father had ever preached on this passage or if her mother had ever mentioned it to her.
Sure, she’d heard it on movies, in other books, from other people; it was a common
passage, but she knew her father often left it out during any of his sermons on these
verses from the Sermon on the Mount. He wasn’t a fire and brimstone preacher so to
speak, nor did he preach on some of the more pointed verses such as this one. As she read
the passage aloud, her memory went to her mother, who often quoted another verse to her

when she was a child. Underlined in black ink was Luke 10:3—"Go your ways: behold, I
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send you forth as lambs among wolves.” Her mother had quoted this verse often
whenever Rachel left the house to go on a date or just out with friends. It was her way of
saying for Rachel to be careful; she’d been raised to always keep her wits and her
conscience and good decision making at the forefront no matter who she was with. She
smiled at the memory of her mother reciting the line to her, but the smile faded when she
realized how disappointed her mother would be in her now. There had been bad decision
after bad decision, at least where the men in her life were concerned. She’d even stopped
focusing on her career as a journalist for a year because she just knew the man she had
most recently dated was “the one.” Turns out, he wasn’t. Things began as romantic and
honest in their relationship, but soon turned to lies and deceit, cheating and sneaking
around, and ultimately Rachel had enough and left. Rachel closed the Bible and placed it
on the coffee table. She looked at her glass of wine, empty. She’d finished it before she
realized it. The antique grandfather clock in the corner of the living room chimed. How
was it already 8 pm? She walked to the kitchen to pour another glass of wine and carried
it upstairs to where her childhood bedroom once was. She opened the door to an
unchanged bedroom from her last year of high school frozen in time. She had chosen to
stay in the guest bedroom downstairs instead of here. She just didn’t see herself staying in
this room any more than she saw herself staying in this town very long, at least until her
father returned. The room didn’t hold bad memories of her childhood, just
disappointment. She could feel how she’d changed from the good girl who grew up as the
minister’s daughter in the small town to the woman she’d become, sleeping with every
wrong man she could find, falling for even worse ones, and still not finding who she was

in the process of it all.
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Taking one glance around the room, she reached for the door but a framed photo
she didn’t remember caught her eye. It was from a summer church camp when she was
around ten. She remembered the camp but not the photo being taken or the people in it
for some reason. It was of a group of children, boys and girls, and one camp counselor.
She studied each face in the photo, reaching far back in her mind to place them. Nothing,
until she looked once more and a young boy standing on the end of one of the rows
caught her eye. Rather, it was his eyes that caught hers. Golden brown. Eyes she’d been
captivated by only earlier that morning.

“Holy shit,” Rachel breathed. “No way. There is no way...”

She looked closer, just to be completely sure, but she knew those eyes, even
having only met him...or so she thought...that morning. Lucas Shepherd.

He stood just out of sight of any of the windows of the parsonage. He didn’t want
her to see him, not yet. He could see her. She’d seen the photo and couldn’t understand
how he was right there. He remembered the photo even if she didn’t. She never knew
he’d always been there, waiting and watching. Oliver and Anne always knew he would
come back or when he was lurking. They’d made that choice many years ago, knowing
he would return one day. And here he was, and it was time to close the chapter of the
Barlowes. There’d be others eventually but this one he had been eager to finish for many
years. Now that she’d discovered the photo he’d so meticulously placed where he knew
she would eventually find it, he knew it was time.

Rachel had a sleepless night, despite the wine and the jet lag. She couldn’t get the
photo of Lucas Shepherd out of her mind. He didn’t look familiar to her. She didn’t

remember ever meeting him. She reached for her phone on the nightstand and opened
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Facebook. Tapping Lucas’ name in the search bar, hoping to find a profile or any
information that would give her some sort of clue as to who he was or where he really
came from, she found nothing. She tried the same on Instagram, even Twitter. Nothing.
Who was this guy? She got up, pulling on the thin robe she always carried when traveling
and made her way down the hallway to the kitchen. The hangover from the wine was
looming, and she needed food and coffee. She opened the refrigerator, deciding on eggs,
tomatoes, and toast for breakfast. Getting each of the items out, she grabbed a pan and
turned on the stovetop to let it heat up. As she waited, she made a full pot of coffee. She
had a feeling she’d need it. As she was cracking the eggs into a mug to scramble, she
heard a knock at the door. She turned the heat on the pan down to low and walked to the
door, surprised to see Lucas there.

“Hey, Rachel. Sorry to drop by so unexpectedly, but I just wanted to see how you
were doing and see if we could chat for a minute.”

Rachel thought back to the photo in her room. She didn’t want to say anything
about it yet but maybe chatting with him would bring back some memories or at least
allow her a chance to talk to him and see more about this man she had met but never
remembered.

“Lucas, good to see you. And, of course, come on in. I was just making breakfast.
Care to join me?”

He nodded, “Sure. Sounds great.”

She let him into the kitchen, watching him the whole time. Seeing him again she

had mixed emotions—just in the last day, she’d met this man who she’d known before,
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but didn’t remember, and somehow she felt a strong attraction to him she couldn’t
explain, even while she knew she needed to stay slightly wary of him.

“Eggs okay?” She asked.

“Great!” Lucas said. “My favorite. And, here,” he continued, “why don’t you let
me make them while you just enjoy the morning. If you don’t mind me saying, you look
like you didn’t get much sleep.”

Rachel looked at him, taken aback he was so bold to even say something like that,
but shaking it off as his personality, “Yeah, I had one too many glasses of wine and ended
up going through some old things in my room. Lots of memories filling my head too
much.”

Lucas cracked the eggs into the mug she had on the stove, seasoned them, and
broke the yolks with the fork he’d grabbed from the counter, “I can understand that.
Memories can do us for a loop sometimes.”

Rachel watched as he poured the eggs into the pan, hearing the familiar sizzle and
smelling their aroma, hearing her stomach rumble slightly. She heard the coffeemaker
click off and saw that the pot of coffee she’d started earlier was finished.

“Want some coffee while you finish those eggs?”’ She asked as Lucas continued
scrambling them in the pan.

“Definitely. I’ve not had any caffeine this morning.”

Rachel grabbed two mugs from her father’s mismatched mug collection. One was
a blue latte mug and one was a large white diner mug emblazoned with “Waffle House”
on the side, with a small chip on the brim. She poured coffee in both mugs and sat down

at the table just as Lucas finished the eggs.
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“Plates?”” He asked, raising his eyebrows in her direction.

“Cabinet to the left. Let me get the toast and tomatoes, too.”

Lucas plated eggs for both of them as Rachel placed the tomatoes and toast in the
middle of the table along with some butter, orange marmalade, and ketchup. Lucas sat
one plate in front of her and one for him and scooped several tomatoes on both of their
plates. Rachel took a piece of toast, spreading butter and marmalade all the way to the
corners, placing it back on her plate.

“So, have you heard from your dad yet?” Lucas asked as he took a sip from the
blue mug.

Rachel met his eyes, “No. Not yet. I'm sure he’s busy. I’ll try getting a hold of
him later today.”

“Yeah. I’'m sure he’s busy,” Lucas took a forkful of eggs into his mouth, chewing
and then placing the fork back on the plate, looking directly at Rachel again.

“Listen, Rachel, I didn’t just stop for a friendly visit today.”

Rachel looked up, pausing the fork she held in mid-air, “Oh?”

“Umm. Yeah. Look. I have to come clean with you because I don’t think you
remember me, do you?”

Is he really going to bring this up himself? Now? Rachel put her fork, still holding
the eggs, down gently on the plate.

“Remember you?” Rachel asked, “We’ve met before?”

“We have. Do you remember a church camp when you were about 10 or so? We
met there. You were a couple of years behind me, but we had some of the same sessions

together, and I remember you always being so nice.”
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He continued, “I was a bit of a wallflower so that’s probably why you don’t
remember me at all.”

Rachel took a long sip of coffee before she chose to say anything. She wanted to
choose her words carefully. She thought it was odd he was choosing right now to mention
this, and she wasn’t sure exactly why he was, but she was going to stay cautious.

“You know, it’s funny you mention this,” She sat the mug down on the table and
looked at Lucas, “because just last night I was in my old room looking at photos. I found
one of that camp, and I noticed this kid in there and he did look just like I’d imagine you
did when you were younger.”

“I remember that photo,” Lucas smiled.

“So, how is it you’ve reconnected with my father all these years later?”” Rachel
asked.

Lucas held up his hand, “I was just about to speak to that. I know you want to
know why I’m here now, in your town, why I’m replacing your father.”

Replacing my father. Rachel said nothing, letting Lucas continue.

“Well, to tell the truth, I called your father last week. He and I had been in touch
for a long time, you know, being preachers and such, and I asked if he’d ever let me come
preach sometime. He said sure. We chatted some more and sat up a date in a few months,
but then he called me a few days later, saying he had this emergency and could I come
now. I said yes, and here [ am.”

“Okay, so you and my father have been in touch,” She paused, choosing her

words carefully, “So when did you meet him? That camp? A ministers’ meeting?”
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“Well, yeah, I met your whole family at that camp and your father made a huge
impact on me there. So, when I decided to preach, I looked him up again, and he sort of
mentored me.”

Rachel watched Lucas carefully. The story made sense for the most part. She
knew her father mentored young ministers, some she knew, some she didn’t. Lucas must
just be one she didn’t know. She still couldn’t figure out why she didn’t remember much
of the camp, but she didn’t remember lots of things from her childhood.

“Okay, so you met my whole family, became a preacher, talked to my father, and
now you’re here, filling in for him.”

“Yep. That’s about it. I just felt like I needed to go ahead and tell you all of this. I
didn’t bring it up in church because you were already upset about your dad, and I didn’t
think it was the right time. I don’t want you to think bad of me or think I’'m hiding
anything from you,” He paused to take a sip of coffee. “Because I was hoping that when I
was here, [ would get to see you again. [ was hoping I could reconnect with you like I had
been connecting all these years with your father. I asked him about you sometimes, but he
never said much. I guess we were too busy with preacher things.”

Rachel looked at Lucas and noticed he was staring at her. That same stare she’d
gotten in church the day before, giving the feeling he was staring into her soul, somehow
causing her to lose any negative thoughts she’d been having about him, this story, and
why he was here.

“Oh, well, I guess it worked out that I came in to surprise him,” She felt herself

blush.
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“Yeah, it did. So, look, Rachel, I have some things to do today, but would you like
to grab some dinner later tonight. Maybe catch up some? See if I can trigger that memory
of yours a little more?”

Rachel didn’t hesitate this time. They made plans for him to meet her at the
parsonage, and they’d walk to the diner in town that evening for a bite to eat and then
come back for coffee and dessert so they could talk more. After Lucas left, Rachel
plopped down on the couch thinking about how her morning had taken a completely
different turn. She had planned to eat and then try to get a hold of her father, but Lucas
had changed all of that.

Lucas walked down the pathway toward the church. That had been much easier
than he’d suspected it would be. Rachel’s ability to resist him had fallen completely with
just a few looks into her eyes. He knew her resolve over the years had weakened thanks
to her own indiscretions with men, with life in general. Her sins were many, especially
concerning men, he’d learned from her father only a few months ago, allowing him to put
this plan into motion quicker and easier than he’d imagined. He knew she had been
promiscuous, as her father put it. She often drank too much for her own good, especially
around men, looking for acceptance from them. Her father explained he wasn’t too
present due to his ministry demands and blamed himself a bit. But he’d also made it clear
Rachel made her own choices, so he wasn’t completely at fault. He’d planned to stay in
Shiloh Creek for at least a month, but the way this was going, he’d be able to carry out
this plan by the end of the week. Rachel was weak. Oliver was even weaker. This would
be easy to finish. But there was still something he needed to take care of, and it would

take a few days. He descended into the church basement. The basement no one used or
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even had a key to besides Oliver, and now Lucas. The man sitting in the chair had grown
even frailer than he’d looked the day before.

“Hello, Oliver. Rachel sends her regards.”

Rachel checked her watch. Seven o’clock. Lucas was supposed to stop to get her
in a few minutes. She stood in front of the mirror in the hallway. Dressed in her favorite
jeans and a lightweight maroon sweater, she thought she looked good. Not too casual, but
still simple enough that she could be comfortable. She heard a knock on the door. Lucas
stood there in faded jeans, a white t-shirt, and a gray blazer. He looked great.

“Ready to go?” Lucas smiled a slightly crooked grin at Rachel.

He held out his hand. Surprised by the gesture, she took his hand, and they headed
down the sidewalk toward town.

“Thanks for asking me to dinner, Lucas,” Rachel said, “It was really nice of you,
and I’m looking forward to it, to getting reacquainted with you”

“And I’m looking forward to it, as well. Honestly, I’ve thought about you often
over the years, ever since those days at camp.”

They reached the diner a few minutes later and slid into a booth in the corner,
toward the back. Perusing the menu, Rachel felt Lucas’ eyes on her. She looked up and
caught him quickly looking down at the menu. She smiled, not believe she was sort of
falling for, of all people, a traveling preacher. She almost wished she had kept in touch
with him over the years or that she’d been more inquisitive about her father’s mentees
since Lucas had been one of them. If they’d connected again over the years, maybe she
wouldn’t have gone through the men, the heartbreaks, the relationships, or anything else

over the years if Lucas had been in her life somehow.
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“Ready to order?” Martha Smith asked when she walked up to their table.

“Oh, hey, Martha! Umm, let me get a cheeseburger, everything but onions, and an
order of fries. A Diet Coke and a cherry milkshake.” Rachel noticed Lucas grinning.

“What? Can’t a girl eat and enjoy it?”

Lucas laughed. “Give me the same.”

Martha nodded and headed toward the kitchen to put in their order. She was back
quickly carrying their Diet Cokes. She sat them down and pulled two straws out of her
apron pocket.

“Milkshakes’1l be up shortly,” she said.

Lucas took a long sip of his Diet Coke, “Hear from your dad today yet? I figured
he might call.”

Rachel nodded, “Actually, yes. He called about an hour after we had breakfast this
morning. Said he was doing good and he would be back in a couple of weeks. It was a
huge relief to hear from him, I have to say.”

“That’s good. I knew everything was fine,” Lucas said. “So, now that you know
everything is fine, what are your plans? Staying in town until he gets back or heading
back to New York?”

“Well, I figured I’d go ahead and stay the week and then head back next Sunday. I
already looked at the flights back and found one leaving that afternoon.”

Martha appeared again with their cheeseburgers, fries, and milkshakes, sitting
them down on the table along with the handwritten ticket.

“Y’all need anything else, just holler.” Her smile revealed cigarette-stained teeth.
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“Yes, ma’am. Thank you so much.” Lucas pulled out a ten-dollar bill, handing it
to her. “You’ve been a delight.”

Martha had a look of shock on her face at the generous tip. “Thanks, Mr.
Shepherd. It’s going to be real nice having you here now.”

Just as Martha was walking away, Rachel heard a voice call her name. Turning
around, she saw Robert Black heading toward their table.

“Well, well. Good to see you both. Rachel. Lucas,” he said, nodding at each of
them in acknowledgement, “Enjoying the finest food in town I see.”

Lucas stood to shake Robert’s hand. “Good to see you, Mr. Black. Listen, on that
matter we discussed earlier. It will be taken care of by the end of the week.”

Robert Black stiffened. “End of the week? That’s awfully fast.”

“Oh, yes, sir. Things are going better than expected so it won’t be long now at all.
I’ve only got one more thing to take care of before I’m finished with that.”

Rachel watched the two men, curious.

“Mr. Black,” Rachel began, “I wanted to tell you I spoke with my father earlier
today. He’s doing well and plans to return in a couple of weeks. So, we don’t have to
worry anymore. And I’m sure Lucas will be great filling in for that time. I’ll be headed
back at the end of the week, but I hope I get to see you again before I go.”

Robert Black looked down at her, a sad smile gracing his face, “Oh, of course,
Rachel. I, uh, I am glad to hear everything’s okay. I won’t hold you two up any longer.
See you later.”

He shook Lucas’ hand and rushed out of the diner.
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“That was a little odd. He was in quite the hurry,” Rachel said. “What was it you
are taking care of for him?”

Lucas took a bite of his cheeseburger. “Oh, just some cleaning up of the church
basement and taking care of some old records and such. I’'m handy with paperwork, and,
as much as I admire your father, he’s not the best. So, Robert asked me to see if I could
get a start on organizing things before Oliver returned.”

“You’ve got that right. Dad has always been terrible at organizing paperwork for
the church. That old basement was in shambles. It’s been ages since I’ve been down
there. Mom and I used to help him, but when she died, I can imagine the state it has been
in since.”

“Yes, it definitely needs some...cleaning up,” Lucas said. “Maybe you and I can
take a look at it later tonight if we have time.”

“That’d be great!” Rachel blushed at her overenthusiasm.

They finished eating, paid Martha at the counter, and headed back toward the
parsonage. When they reached the door, Rachel stopped and turned toward Lucas.

“I know we already sort of had dessert with the milkshakes, but would you like to
come in and have a glass of wine? It’s only eight, and I don’t think either of us is getting
up early. Plus, I’d really like to talk more.”

“That sounds nice,” Lucas said. “I think we have a lot to catch up on.”

They made their way into the living room, and Rachel gestured toward the sofa,
“Sit. I’'ll grab some glasses and the wine. Make yourself comfortable.”

Lucas watched Rachel as she went into the kitchen. Glancing around the room, he

saw what he’d been looking for. Anne’s Bible, just sitting on the coffee table. He picked
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it up, noticing that the verse he wanted to be marked was still where the ribbon fell. He
flipped to the front of the small book. The inscription was still there.
The sins of the father are to be laid upon the children.

Shakespeare’s line from The Merchant of Venice, a bastardized version of a few
different Bible verses going on about sins of the father. Lucas remembered the day he
wrote the inscription in the front of Anne’s Bible. It was while she held Rachel in her
arms on that hot July night while he and Oliver knelt on the shore of the lake next to
them. Rachel had gotten angry with her father after he found her reading books he
deemed inappropriate for a ten year old. They were nothing more than her mother’s old
romance novels she snuck into her backpack, but Oliver wasn’t having it. Rachel decided
to sneak out. Lucas had been just looking out his window when he saw her leave. It
wasn’t his intention to interfere with the Barlowe family that night or at all. He had only
been at the camp, in this form—a child, to learn more from all of the humans there, but
his nature couldn’t help itself. He followed her all the way down to the lake and watched
as she dove into the water from the dock and swam toward the other side of the lake. He
connected with her in that moment through her emotions. He could feel her getting tired
as she kept swimming as hard as she could to get to the shore. Lucas felt it when she
started to tire. He felt her legs as they became entangled in a sunken cypress grove under
the deepest part of the lake. He knew what this meant. He knew it was his time. Only he
could save her. He ran to get Oliver and Anne, remembering how they were running
behind him toward the lake. He’d made sure they didn’t call 911, not yet. He needed time
with them first. As he returned to the lake, he felt Rachel’s release from the sunken tangle

of branches. She’d been strong then and kicked enough to free herself, but not before she
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breathed in too much of the murky lake water. By the time they reached the dock, Rachel
had floated to the surface. Oliver ran in and pulled her out, and Anne rushed to his side.
She grabbed her daughter, too stunned to speak. Lucas knew she was dead. He’d made
sure to wait just long enough so she’d die. He walked over to Anne, placing his hand on
Rachel’s head, stroking her hair. Oliver grabbed his arm, pulling him away. Call 911, he’d
said. Lucas looked him in the eye, boring into his soul. He knew Oliver had many sins.
He was a drunk. Preacher or no, he was a drunk, he slept around on Anne, she slept
around on him, too. He knew the whole town, but he hadn’t planned to interfere. Then
Rachel changed the plan. What would you to have her back? Lucas had asked Oliver, still
staring into his eyes. Anything, he’d said. Lucas was no longer the child Oliver had been
seeing at camp. He was something else entirely. He had to reveal himself or Oliver
wouldn’t have believed him. His outside form was still the child, but Oliver could see
Lucas for what he was. He could see the evil now. Anything, he said again. Bring her
back. Lucas walked over to Anne, Oliver following behind him. Anne, let him help. Anne
looked up. Lucas remembered her gasp as he revealed who he was to her. She didn’t want
any part of it at first, but Oliver convinced her. The price? She’d asked him, tears
streaming down her face. The price is steep...maybe too much for you both. I require two
things—one of your souls will be mine and when the time comes, Rachel, too. Oliver was
willing to give up his own soul, but he never would give up Rachel to this...this demon.
No, there must be another way. Take both our souls. Not her. Lucas shook his head.
Oliver...your sins are too many to be redeemed. Anne's too. I will need Rachel, too. He
was lying to them. After all, no sin was too big for redemption as long as you asked for it.

Oliver, being a preacher, should’ve known he was lying. Didn’t they even read the Bibles
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they clung to so much? But Lucas also knew they were desperate, which made them
forget all the scripture that had been ingrained in them for so long. They were about to
lose their little girl forever; any parent willing to do anything to prevent that from
happening. She will live, but she will be mine. You...both of you...your time will come,
too. Oliver and Anne looked at each other, and Anne dropped her eyes, tears falling on
Rachel’s lifeless face. Do it, Oliver. I want her back. Oliver looked at Lucas and nodded.
Lucas closed the Bible and placed it back on the coffee table just as Rachel
walked in the room with the wine. She looked so much like Anne. If Lucas had a soul, he
might have been grateful he hadn’t had to kill Anne as part of the deal. He liked her. She
had been kind to him, even after the deal was made. It was why he’d been forced to let
her soul go when she found out she had cancer that would take her life instead. She
prayed, redeemed her soul, found the loophole that had always been there. It was a pesky
loophole that Lucas hated but had to honor. Oliver, however, had never stopped his sins—
the adultery, the lust, even stealing money from the church, and allowing his own soul to
remain corrupted after that night by the lake. Oliver, it turned out, had always been a
terrible human disguised as a holy man of God. Lucas had kept in contact with him, not
for preaching, though, but for other reasons. Reminding him the clock was ticking, and
that Rachel, in adulthood committing some of the same sins as her father, was making it
so much easier for Lucas to finish his job because she had fallen away completely from
any church, the Bible, everything religious she’d grown up with was nonexistent in her
life now. Oliver had made a mistake recently, using Robert Black as his confidant about
the entire situation, but Lucas had been able to use that to his advantage. It was how he’d

gained access to the town, the church, and Oliver without using too much energy. Once
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Oliver began revealing what happened, Lucas could strengthen the connection to him.
But now time was up. Oliver’s life was slowing being drained and given to Lucas. And
Rachel...Rachel he’d decided would be given a new life of her own instead of having
hers taken...if she accepted it. He had not told Oliver and Anne his plans for Rachel that
night by the lake, only that she’d be his. He’d remained present in her life from that night.
He was every man she’d slept with. He watched every time she took a drink to numb
herself as she was sleeping with those same men. He was every person she encountered
who was a part of any sin she committed, not always directly but always present so he
could make sure she had fallen far enough his offer in the end would be too good to
resist.

Rachel smiled at Lucas as she handed him the glass, a little too full of wine, and
sat next to him on the sofa.

“So, Lucas, after the camp what did you find yourself doing?”

“Oh, this and that. Odd jobs all over. Traveling. And then I felt called to preach,
thus enter your father.”

“And he helped you?”

“So much. He gave me everything I needed, and still does even today,” Lucas
took a long drink from the glass of wine. “He even suggested you and I might enjoy each
other’s company sometime, so that’s why I’'m so glad, by fate, I suppose that we ended
up here at the same time.”

“Yes, I suppose it is by fate. I never believed much in that, but maybe there is

something to it after all.”
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Rachel put the wine glass to her lips to drink, but stopped, placing it on the coffee
table, “Lucas, I don’t know why in the world I am about to say this but...”

Lucas reached his hand toward her face, stopping her words, “I know.”

Rachel studied his face, “You...know?”

“I know you’ve had a bit of a rough patch lately. I also think you were just about
to say you are embarrassed to say you might just be attracted to me...just a little.”

Rachel opened her mouth to speak, but before she could Lucas pulled her to him
in a kiss like no other she’d ever felt. She melted into his embrace, allowing herself to
kiss him back.

Lucas opened his eyes as he moved back, only slightly, from her. He was still
close enough she could feel his breath. Rachel moved her eyes, searching his face for
something telling her he wanted exactly what she did, although she couldn’t understand it
herself, why she wanted this so much.

“Lucas, I...”

He stood up, reaching his hand out to her. Without hesitation, she placed her hand
in his and let him lead her to the guest bedroom.

As they lay in the bed together, Rachel reached up and ran her fingers through
Lucas’ tousled hair. She had one-night stands, she had steady male friends in her life, and
she always knew men were her downfall, but Lucas was different. She was mesmerized
by him, something so familiar about him, the way he touched her, kissed her, everything.
Being with him left her entirely breathless, and she didn’t regret it at all, like she did after

every other time she’d slept with a man after only just meeting him.
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“I don’t know if this is quite what your father had in mind when he said we
should meet, but when I saw you again...I think Minister Lucas went out the window.”

Rachel laughed. “I’m glad he did.”

The next morning Rachel awoke to find Lucas making coffee and breakfast.

“Hello, sleepyhead.” Lucas grinned as he placed bread in the toaster.

Rachel walked over to him and slipped her arms around his waist. “Hello to you,
sir.”

She poured a cup of coffee and sat at the table, watching him, still mesmerized. It
was the best sex she’d ever had with the most random of men, but she felt so comfortable
in his arms, just in his presence.

Lucas placed the bacon he’d been cooking on a plate along with some eggs and a
piece of the toast as it popped out of the slot on the toaster and sat it down in front of
Rachel as he lowered himself into the chair across from her.

“Well, we said we were going to check out the church basement last night, but I
guess we had a bit more fun here,” he smirked. “Want to go over this morning or were
you busy today?”

“Sure,” Rachel said, sipping her coffee. “I think anything with you would be more
fun than if I were busy, which I’'m definitely not.”

“Good. I think you’ll find some of the things I found quite interesting.”

They finished breakfast and got ready to go to the church.

“Let’s take the cemetery path,” Rachel said, “I’d like to stop by my mother’s
grave for a moment. [ know you knew my father, but did you happen to ever know my

mother?”
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“I did,” he said, slightly hesitating as he thought of how soon they needed to get
to the basement, but continued explaining. “Anne was a wonderful woman. I only met
her twice. Once during that camp and once more when she became sick. I was visiting
Oliver, and he asked if I could go pray with her. I did, and, as it turned out, she was a
very Godly woman in the end. She prayed a beautiful prayer, almost better than I ever
heard Oliver pray.”

Lucas took Rachel’s hand, squeezing it slightly as they started along the path
leading through the edge of the cemetery to the church. Rachel had stopped to pick some
of the wildflowers growing along the path next to the trees. He stood back as she walked
to her mother’s grave, placing them gently on the top of the headstone. He was glad Anne
was gone. Carrying out this plan would’ve been hard for Rachel to see if both her parents
had still been living. It was easier with Oliver alone.

They reached the basement door a few minutes later, and Lucas pulled the key
from his pocket. He looked at Rachel, and she met his eyes. He needed her to look in his
eyes before she saw inside. It would be a little easier this way. He held her gaze as he
unlocked the door and allowed her to step inside before closing it behind them and
locking it again.

There were no lights on for some reason and Rachel had to allow her eyes to
adjust to the darkness. When they did, she saw exactly what Lucas needed her to see. Her
scream pierced the stale air as she saw her father, tied to the chair, emaciated, but alive.

“Rachel...”

She ran toward her father. “What the hell, Lucas? What is this? Let me go? I have

to get help and you...you...”
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It was too easy once she looked in his eyes. “Rachel, calm the fuck down.”

She stopped yelling immediately. Lucas laughed. She really was going to make
this easy on him. She was so weak, maybe weaker than her father.

“Sit,” he gestured to a chair placed across from Oliver.

She obeyed, keeping her eyes on Lucas as she lowered herself to the seat.

Lucas pulled up another chair, straddling it, placing his arms across the back.
“Oliver, why don’t you tell Rachel why we are all here.”

Oliver lifted his head, and Rachel turned to look, gasping at the dark circles under
his eyes. He looked twenty years older than the last time she’d seen him, only a few
weeks ago on Facetime, when she’d made a call to check on him.

“Rachel, I am so sorry.” Oliver looked as if he was crying but no tears came,
“Lucas has come to collect on a debt I owe.”

“What debt?” Rachel asked.

Oliver glanced at Lucas before beginning. He recounted the Bible camp tragedy
to Rachel as she sat, shocked at everything her father was saying. He’d sold his own soul
to save her, but not only that. He’d sold hers as well.

Lucas cut in, “Now, now, Oliver...your soul, yes. But let’s not lie to Rachel. Her
soul is still perfectly safe right now. Her future on the other hand...”

Rachel glared at Lucas, “What? He just told me he bargained with you...for our
souls.”

“No. I bargained with Ais soul. I bargained for your /ife and everything that comes

with your life.”
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Rachel suddenly understood. It was why he’d slept with her. It was why she was
so attracted to him. She belonged to him. But she didn’t want this. She didn’t choose this.
She had to think of a way out.

“This isn’t my choice, Lucas. I do not and will not belong to you.”

Lucas got up and walked toward Oliver. “Well, Rachel, you don’t ave a choice in
this. It doesn’t work that way. Your father bargained for your life and gave it to me in
return for saving you that day. Your mother did, too but she was too good for this world.
She repented. Saved herself.”

Oliver turned to face Lucas, “What? What do you mean she repented? You
said...”

Lucas cut him off, “I said nothing. I never said you couldn’t repent. You never
asked. You wanted your daughter alive. You took my deal, no questions asked. You
continued your ways. She continued hers,” he said pointing at Rachel, “making it so easy
for me to move in this time. She’s already done it you know. She’s not any stronger than
you are. It took years of her losing her self-respect, being tempted by men, by sex, and
years of all of that being so horrible that the first chance she had to be with someone who
appeared to care, to love her, she did, and now her future is mine, too.”

Oliver turned to face Rachel, “Sweetheart, what is he talking about.”

“I slept with him last night,” Rachel said, not able to look at her father.

Lucas smiled at Oliver. “See, Oliver, she couldn’t resist. I only needed the one
night for that, and she jumped in the bed much faster than most. Now we’re here and we

have a decision to make, Rachel.”



35

Rachel looked at him, confused. “You said I don’t have a choice...I belong to you
now.

Lucas absently looked at his hand. “I might have embellished that a little. You
have a choice, but not about your life. You have a choice for your father’s life, or,” Lucas
walked over to Rachel, kneeling to whisper in her ear, and placing his hand on her
stomach, “your child’s life.”

As he did this, Rachel felt a sharp pain in her abdomen. She looked at Lucas,
“What are you talking about? I can’t be...not that fast. There’s no way. You’re just saying
this to keep whatever plan is in your sick, twisted mind going.”

“So naive...all of you. That’s also the part neither your father nor mother
considered when they so easily handed me your life, your future. Your life becomes
another life, another future, one that I can continue living in and continue what I do.
Taking souls is a tiresome business on a human body, so I need new ones every so often.”

“So, then, what is my choice?”

“You can choose for your father to live. Return to his ministry, to the town, but
instead of Oliver Barlowe’s soul. It will be me. You will stay long enough to give birth,
during which you will tragically die, leaving your child for me to raise. With him
continuing to grow under my legacy, I’ll have a claim on the whole town. Imagine what I
could do with that.”

Rachel looked at her father, “What’s the other option?”

“He dies. Today. And you, you get to live. You will raise your child, and once it is
old enough, I’1l be back to claim you and it. Then we will decide if you want to continue

a life belonging to me forever or die and your soul follows your father’s into Hell.”
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Rachel stared at Lucas, finally seeing through his eyes to the grotesque being he
was inside. She thought about how, although she had not made this choice for her life,
she still had not made choices that would’ve led her away from destruction either. But
then she thought about her mother. She pictured her mother teaching her Bible verses,
only one standing out to her now...”Behold I send you out as lambs.” She looked at
Lucas again. The wolf. The eyes.

“No, Lucas.” She held his gaze. “No. There is another option.”

Lucas reached out, holding a firm grip on her arm. “No, Rachel. There isn’t. So
choose. Now.”

Rachel pulled back from him and stepped toward her father, leaning down
whispering in his hear. Lucas watched as Oliver closed his eyes and nodded. Rachel
noticed pieces of a long-ago broken mirror across the floor, and before Lucas could stop
her, she grabbed one and stabbed her father in his heart. Tears ran down her cheeks, but
she wasn’t done. She turned to face Lucas, holding his gaze the entire time.

“A lamb can sacrifice everything, Lucas. Free will. I chose none of this, but I can
make a choice now.”

Lucas watched in horror as Rachel plunged the broken piece of the mirror into her
stomach, twisting it as much as she could. He knew that by making this choice, using her
free will, she could alter everything. Lucas rushed to her, holding her as blood gushed out
of her. He saw the fear in her eyes and knew what he needed to do.

He pulled it from her hand, knowing it would also cut his, and placed the
wounded, now bloody hand over the bleeding wound she’d given herself. “Rachel,

Rachel. Yes, you did have an option for this. But you have left yourself with yet another
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choice. All you must do is ask me. My blood is already in you, the child, and now my
own blood from my body going into the wound you’ve created. But you still have to ask.
Free will, like you said.”

Rachel stared at Lucas, the pain searing through her body. She knew she was
dying, and she knew what Lucas meant. She looked at her father’s body. She’d killed
him. It was her fault, not anything that Lucas had done. She’d made that choice to
murder. She was weak, in both body and spirit. She didn’t want to die. The pain
worsened, and she looked again at Lucas. His eyes had turned gentle again. The pain was
so much that she couldn’t speak, but she closed her eyes and nodded, unable to redeem
her own soul from anguish.

Three years later.

Rachel held her son’s hand as they walked the worn path along the cemetery to
the church, stopping briefly at the headstone for Oliver and Anne Barlowe. Her son
smiled up at her. His eyes the same as his father’s.

“They’d have loved you,” Rachel said as she picked him up and carried him the
rest of the way, “Maybe more than they did me in the end. But certainly not as much as
your father and I love you.”

Lucas watched as Rachel and their son walked through the doors of the church,
meeting her gaze as they sat in their usual pew. He smiled, stepping into the pulpit to
begin the sermon, “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, please open your Bibles to
Matthew 7:15.”

She looked at her son, so innocent now as he watched his father preach,

but she knew one day that innocence would wane. He wouldn’t be her son anymore but
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fully Lucas’ son. Her time would be up then. She had resigned herself to Lucas and
everything he wanted. She made her choice in that terrifying moment, choosing selfishly
to live, even if it would be only temporary. That meant her son also lived. He and the evil

that was still buried deep inside of him would live, too.
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This One Isn’t Mine

The strength of this memory that isn’t mine but stays with me in the depths of my
soul runs through my veins chilling what warmth I have left. I can see the train tracks
running through the middle of a town. There are no lights and no warning that a train
might be coming, just racks. They call me Red, the people in my memory do. I don’t
know anyone named Red now, but they told me that was my grandfather’s name. I
remember seeing a picture of him many years ago. Handsome with auburn hair just like
mine. They always said I took after him—no one else in the family has the auburn hair.
His was cropped short and clean, mine is long and shaggy. I have his eyes, too. They tell
me that all the time. The memory flashes in my mind again, and I am in a car with Claude
and Clarence; they told me those were his friends. I hear them talking so clearly as if I'm
right there.

I hear Claude say something to Red. Something about a farm, “Ain’t it about 400
acres, Red, right?”

I hear my voice but at the same time, it isn’t mine, “I shore hope so. That’s round
about what the deed says. It cost me a pretty penny to get it. Should be a good place for
the family.”

I can see Clarence, shaking his head in the back seat, “Don’t know why you even
needed that, Red.”

I’'m speaking again but it sounds different, “With the baby on the way come
winter, I got to have something else, Clarence. Mary Elizabeth wants this one since it juts

up ‘gainst ours on the back side of the soybean field behind the house.”
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A memory with a mind of its own is a terrifying place to reside. One moment I’'m
in the car, and I am talking. Then I am above, flying above everything. I don’t understand
it, but I know every single road, tree, house, on the way they’re driving.

They drive through a small town, stopping for a minute to grab some water at a
Baptist Church’s artesian well, just next to the tracks.

I see Red get out first and take a long drink from the cool running water, holding
his nose to keep out the overwhelming smell of rotten eggs. I don’t understand why I see
Red but can’t see as if [ am Red this time. But I am thinking what Red is
thinking...Damn, this smell but you’ll never find better water nowhere else.

I hear Clarence and Claude talking in hushed voices as they get their drinks from
the well. I see Red take out a leather pouch and see him thumb through a large amount of
money. Somehow, I know he has saved this up from the past year’s crops. The money for
the farm. I remember it is $5000. He slips the money in the pouch and puts it next to him
on the seat just as his two friends get in the car, not noticing Clarence’s eyes on pouch as
he climbs in the back seat. But I can see them. I can see them all this time. This memory
is different; it feels...too real. I can smell the artesian water outside the church. I can taste
the coolness. I start the engine and head up the hill to cross the railroad tracks to head
into town.

“Red, how much money you got there for this new car?” Clarence asks me from
the rear seat as I pull up to the tracks.

“Nigh about $5000 or so. Should get a decent one with that,” I hear a voice

answer. My voice...no Red’s voice.
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Claude’s eyes grow at the mention of the number, “I ain’t never seen that much
money my whole life, and ain’t likely to again.”

“Me neither,” Clarence echoed. “How ‘bout we see it just once, Red?”

Red would’ve been proud of that money, and he would have been even more
proud to take it out to show his two best friends. I ask the men around me how I can
know this, feel this. But I don’t get an answer. Clarence leans forward and reaches toward
the pouch before I can pick it up. I turn with Claude to face Clarence.

There is a searing pain in my stomach as I hear myself say this. I don’t know what
is happening. The memory always stops there. I can’t see anything except white all
around me. I can hear muffled voices, but I can’t hear them. It is so bright around me.
This is not the same memory. I was so familiar with the memory of before. I have had it
for so long. Every day for so many years. This one isn’t mine. I don’t know this part, but
I am in so much pain, and I don’t understand where it is coming from. I hear the muffled
voices growing louder. “This one is deep this time.” “We’ve got to find the knife! Where
did he put the knife?” “Who is on call tonight? We need all hands in here!” All I can still
see is white and lights. All I can feel is a hot pain everywhere.

I’'m back in the car. “Hand it over Clarence. I don’t want to lose a dollar of that
money just because you hadn’t never seen it before.”

I reach for Clarence and Claude stops me, “Red, he’s just looking at it. Don’t get
all in a tizzy.”

“Yeah, Red. I’ll give it back in a minute. I just want to look at it.”
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I can feel Red hesitate...me hesitate. This memory still feels different. I’'m back in
the car but I still feel some of the pain from earlier. I don’t understand. This memory
can’t be mine. None of them are really mine, but this one is so different. It is still too real.

I turn back around and start the car, driving away from the church, the well, and
the tracks back toward the general store in the town. Claude is watching me. I can feel it.
I pull into the parking lot of the store, turning to Clarence gesturing for him to get out of
the back seat.

“What, Red? You gonna fight me for that money back now”

Claude has gotten out of the car now. He is watching both of us. He looks afraid. I
don’t know why.

“Clarence, just give me back the money, let’s get in the car, and head back so I
can get this damn farm and we can go home.”

“Clarence...” I hear Claude say and see him back away.

The pain is back. The brightness of the white walls are back. The lights are back.
The voices are back. I can see the people who belong to the voices this time. I begin to
recognize the voices. I hear the orderly who always brings my food. He usually puts it
through the slot in the door. I’ve never seen him before. It’s Claude. Or...he looks like
Claude, but he can’t be. Claude was my grandfather’s friend. He died when my
grandfather died. On those train tracks. I see the man who talks to me every week...he
looks like Clarence. I can’t move. I don’t understand this. I feel another searing pain in
my stomach. “I found it! I found the knife!” It sounds like Clarence. But it isn’t Clarence.

I’'m in the memory again. I think I’m in the car, but I can’t feel anything or see

anything. I know I’m in the car because I’'m watching it drive and it is my car. Red’s car. I
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watch it stop on the tracks and I feel pulled inside of it. Claude’s are staring but not
seeing. Clarence is in the driver’s seat but Red is missing. Clarence emerges fro the car
that’s sitting on the tracks to open the back seat, dragging something out. I see a flash of
auburn. Red, There’s also red on the shirt ’'m wearing. I still don’t understand. I feel the
hot pain coming back. There is a distant light down the tracks, and I’m next to the car
again. Red is in the front seat now. So is Claude. Clarence is not there anymore. The light
is getting closer, brighter, as the train is barreling down on us. The pain is back again. It is
worse this time. This one isn’t mine. This memory can’t be mine.

“He’s gone, sir,” Claude’s voice says.

“What’s the time?” Clarence’s voice says.

The light is still bright from where I am standing in the corner. I can see where I
am lying on the floor. Red. The red stands out against the white, and I try to reach down
to touch it but I can’t because now I know why this one isn’t mine. There’s a man
standing next to me with cropped auburn hair. He looks like me, but also not quite. He
turns and looks at me with eyes matching mine.

“This one is mine, son. It made it easier for you if this one was mine.”
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As Close as Brothers

Death is one of those sure things, and one thing that is sure about death is that it
can come in many forms. Sometimes you know it, and sometimes it just takes hold and
squeezes the life out in its own way. Doc Anderson pronounced Pappy Allen’s death at
9:05 that night. Doc had been retired for about ten years but because no one else would
come out to the river houses that late in these conditions, he’d done Wayne a favor with
this one. There’d been rain for a week solid and the Tennessee River had swollen over the
banks at the Marsh Bend ramp so much that the ferry wasn’t able to run even now. Doc
Anderson had to take his boat from his house down the river to get there to declare Pappy
dead. Wayne walked out to the front porch and sat in one of the old hand-hewn rockers
that every southerner has on their porch. His hands shook as he pulled out the soft
package of Marlboro Reds that had been Pappy’s and lit one. What the hell are we going
to do now? The harsh smell only cigarettes seem to make took over he let his mind go
where it would. You re going to do what you have to do. He glanced back at the screen
door and could see the doctor coming out of the bedroom where Pappy was.

“Wayne,” he nodded at the pack of cigarettes and took one. He reached in his
pocket for a book of matches, striking one on the sandpaper tacked up on the door frame
and lighting the end as he took a long draw, slowly letting out circles of smoke, “I’ve
gotta call Memphis in on this; something just ain’t right. I can’t do an autopsy. Don’t
have the right equipment out here.”

Wayne’s voice had the slightest tremble in it. “What do you mean, something ain’t

right, Doc?”
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“Well, your Pappy was healthy as a horse from what I could tell, but it was like he
just stopped breathing. But not peaceful like. He looked...scared. I can’t tell by just
looking though, what happened, so I’ve got to get him to Memphis.”

Wayne flicked the dwindling ashes from the end of his cigarette, the hell-hot
embers scattering across the inky night. “The ferry’s not running. None of the
ambulances will want to come out on the back roads all the way to the house.”

“You’re going to have to figure out something. He can’t stay here in the house
longer than today. He’s already starting to turn ‘cause of the heat. That’s partly why we
need to take him now.”

He looked around the property at the rusted lawnmowers, trucks, boats, and other
vehicle parts sitting on the concrete blocks strewn around Pappy’s yard and walked over
to where an older model Cadillac Coupe DeVille and slightly older than that red F-150
sat collecting dust in the lean-to on the side of the house.

“Either of these old things still run?”

Wayne looked at them and back at the doctor, and then he realized what he was
saying. No. There s no fucking way I'm doing that. Doc has lost his ever-loving mind if he
thinks I'm going to do that. He glanced at a movement beside the shed to see his brother
Clyde sidle around it towards the porch. He nodded at Wayne and then stepped on to the
porch with him.

“You know what we’re gonna have to do,” he gestured toward the doctor, who
was eyeing the truck up and down first, attempting to size up its condition. “Ain’t no
ambulances comin’ and we don’t want that trouble anyway.” Wayne had driven in from

across the river where he lived in Savannah to visit Pappy the week before, and he’d been
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stuck here now with no way to get back home. When Pappy had died, he had to deal with
it. Clyde would’ve been better but he had gone off somewhere after they knew Pappy was
dead and just now decided to return. Goddamit to hell, he thought. Couldn t even get
dealing with the dead right.

The doctor’s voice jolted Wayne from his thoughts, “Wayne, does that truck run?”

Shit. “The truck don’t, but the Caddy does. It don’t have air, but we can roll the
windows down.”

“Alright. Then come help me.”

By the time they got Pappy out of the house and strapped into the passenger seat
of the Cadillac, it was close to midnight. Once that was done Clyde walked over to the
driver’s side of the car and stood beside Wayne while he looked at Doc Anderson to see
what they had to do next.

“We’re going to have to take the backroads out, which’ll take a minute, but it’s the
only way, Wayne. I’ll see if we can’t get an ambulance to meet us out on 64 somewhere
to take him the rest of the way.”

“You mean you’re coming with us?”’

“Got to. I need to sign the paperwork down in Memphis so once we get to the
ambulance. Plus, in case something happens while we’re out on those old roads to the
body, I can try to fix it or at least keep it from getting worse. I still don’t have a clue how
your paw passed, and I don’t know if all that jostling around will hurt him.”

He's already been hurt enough, Wayne thought as he shared a look with Clyde.

“Then let’s get this over and done with, Doc.”
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Wayne climbed in the driver’s seat last and turned the key. His hands gripped the
steering wheel as the car idled for a moment and he looked in the mirror at Doc Anderson
in the back seat before turning out of the gravel drive onto the muddy red clay road that
ran alongside the river towards Highway 64. Wayne looked over at Pappy in the
passenger seat. Pappy’s eyes were still wide-open staring into surprised nothingness as
they drove along. His mouth with his slightly crooked open jaw. Wayne shook his head as
he tried to keep his eyes on the road. He felt Clyde’s eyes on him the whole time. There
wasn t another way, Wayne. He gripped the steering wheel harder as the thought crept in
his mind. /¢ was the only thing we could do, Wayne. He glanced again at Doc Anderson.
And now someone else is involved because you had to be stupid.

They’d been driving for twenty minutes down the no name dirt road when Wayne
slowed as the headlights illuminated the crossroads at Shiloh Landing. He came to a stop
and his eyes drifted again to the backseat. Doc Anderson was slouched over with his head
leaning on the inside of the window. His eyes moved to the right and locked with Clyde’s
as he took the left road that kept following the river. In another ten minutes they reached
the most precarious section of the dirt road where if you drove too close to one shoulder
you risked plummeting off the cliffs above the river, and if you drove too close to the
other side, you’d end up stuck in soft marshland that even a 4x4 might have trouble with
on a good day, much less one where rain had soaked everything. He slowed to a stop at
the only part that resembled a pull out on the road and faced the car toward the cliff and
idled the engine. He heard Doc Anderson stir in the backseat.

“Wayne, what the hell are you stopping for?”

Wayne stared straight ahead, not answering.
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“Wayne, what’s going on?”

Wayne opened the door and stepped out of the car, Doc Anderson following him.

“I can’t do it. I just can’t,” Wayne’s voice shook slightly as he started wringing his
hands and pacing beside the car. “I let this go on for too long.” Way too long, he heard
Clyde’s voice. It sounded far away. Everything sounded far away. He could hear the river
below them, the high water moving faster than it usually did this time of year. He walked
to the edge and looked down. You couldn’t see any of it but you knew it was there. The
slick mud and rocks on the side of the cliffs all the way down to the jagged, dead trees
that had piled up over years of mudslides and washouts. A distant voice inside him
replied to what Wayne thought he couldn’t do...It would be easy.

“What can’t you do, Wayne? It’s just a little further to the highway. I can drive if
you can’t sit up front anymore.” He began to walk toward Wayne.

1 CAN’T DO IT, the voice seemed to scream from deep inside Wayne, so loud he
was sure Doc Anderson could hear it. You have to do it, Wayne. Wayne raised his hands to
his head and pulled at his hair, at the same time pressing his temples, trying to block the
whole situation out.

Doc Anderson slowed his pace as he approached Wayne, placing a hand on his
shoulder, “Wayne, come on. I'll drive. Just get back in the car.”

Wayne turned to face him. 7 told you I CAN’T do it! Doc Anderson’s eyes bulged.
They look like Pappy's.

Clyde never wanted to have to do this, to take control, but Wayne, stupid Wayne
didn’t leave him a choice. He stepped behind Wayne then became one with him.

“Wayne can’t do any of it, Doc.”
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“What...” his voice cracked.

Wayne dropped his arms as Doc Anderson’s fell to the ground.

He tilted his head and looked down at the old man’s body, crouching to study his
face. We couldn t take him to Memphis, Doc. You couldn t either. And we couldn t let
Wayne do it because he’d just fuck it up, too.

He picked up the body, and placed it carefully inside the Cadillac, curling Doc’s
hands around the steering wheel. He pressed one foot down on the brake while he
adjusted the other on the gas pedal. He walked over to Pappy, “I guess you won’t be
worrying more about how I’m such a screw up now, huh, old man? I did this right, didn’t
1? All those horse whip beatings didn’t get the best of me. It just took a little digging to
find how I could do it this time.” He felt the smile swell up from inside as he reached
over Doc Anderson and put the car in drive while he pulled his leg off the brake pedal. He
moved and closed the door just in time to move out of the way as the car plummeted
down into the rushing waters of the river. I told you we could do it. He let the smile

continue as he turned away and headed back down the road towards home.
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The Scars We Carry

Lena Manchester knew about scars all too well. She knew that some only stay for
a little while, just scratches on the surface. She knew others hurt deep and never really go
away. She knew that those were the ones that pull us back to where they hurt us. Those
are the ones that we feel under our skin, prickling, pulling, until we can’t stand it
anymore. Lena had tried to run away from those scars, but she couldn’t. Not really. She
always knew that they’d bring her back home. She just wasn’t sure exactly how, but
somehow, she always eventually ended up right back in Flat Creek, Tennessee.

Bordering on all the swampy wetlands and marshes of the Forked Deer River in
western Tennessee, Flat Creek by all accounts was a shit-splat town made up of one
stoplight that only worked half the time and was in the dead center of two rows of three
buildings each. Magnolia Street crossed Main Street where the stoplight hung. There
wasn’t a crosswalk as you didn’t really need one in a town no one came through except
the odd traveler who got lost trying to find anywhere else. On one side of Main Street
was the lone general store, Jones’ Mercantile, taking up two buildings that contained
groceries, clothes, farm supplies and the like. Next to it was Wilson’s Drug Store that still
had a soda fountain and small grill inside. They had a special cherry flavored milkshake
called the Joe, named after the store’s original owner Joe Wilson, that had made a Food
Network TV show once when they did a show about off-the-beaten-path towns, but it
never actually managed to bring people off the path to Flat Creek. On the other side was
the Flat Creek Bank, Flat Creek City Hall, and the town’s post office. The towns around

Flat Creek grew with the times--or at least stayed within five years of whatever was
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currently popular in towns. But Flat Creek hadn’t. It seemed perpetually stuck in a
nonexistent time and never moved forward very much.

Lena hadn’t been back to Flat Creek for more than a short weekend or holiday
visit in the 20 something years since she thought she’d left for good after high school.
She was never able to stay any longer than a few days each time, and she avoided almost
everywhere except her parents’ farm. Lena felt the familiar uneasiness that grew inside
her as she drove past the Flat Creek Memory Gardens just outside of town. Her car
seemed to automatically turn into the driveway for the cemetery before she could stop it.
She found herself right back where she’d been just over 20 years ago when she pulled
into the same cemetery for one of her best friend’s funerals.

ok

Anna, Crystal, and Lena had been inseparable from childhood through high
school and into the summer after graduation. But a few weeks before they all left for
college, one night changed everything. That night left two of them with scars that never
healed. It left one of them dead, and left Lena with scars she 0;thought she could ignore.
Lena had been in the middle of giving a lecture to her American Folklore class at UCLA
when she felt her phone buzz with a text from her mother asking her to call ASAP. Lena
ended class early and stepped down the hall to her office to call her mother back.

“Lena, I’ve got bad news, baby.” Lena knew with the addition of “baby” at the
end of this, the news was worse than bad. She braced herself for what was coming next
even though it was something she wouldn’t have imagined.

“What’s wrong, Mom?’ Lena asked, hesitantly.

“Crystal’s gone, honey.”
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The words seemed to take forever to register in Lena’s mind. Crystal’s gone.
Crystal is gone. My best friend--well, I guess now, ex-best friend since we hadn 't spoken
in years, she corrected herself. Was gone.

“What do you mean gone, Mom?” She knew the answer, but she wanted more.
She wanted to know the whole story.

“They found her down in Hatchie Bottom, in that boggy part right off Mossy
Creek Road. She’d drowned.”

Black Water Swamp. She gathered herself after she heard her mother say her
name.

“What do you mean she drowned? What do they think happened?”’

“They’re not real sure. Someone called in about a car off the road that had been
there for some time, so the sheriff went down to look and they saw it was Crystal’s but
there wasn’t no one in it.” Her mother waited for Lena to answer but after hearing
nothing, she continued. “Sherriff Malley walked down to the swamp and saw something
sticking up out of the peat moss down there in the bog and realized it was a shoe.”

Lena interrupted her, “So she was actually face down in the swamp?”

“That’s what your daddy said when he came back from helping get her out. She
wasn’t in a real good way for a long time, baby. She always said she felt like Anna was
there with her, but not...,” Mrs. Manchester’s voice trailed off, “I know you girls hadn’t
talked in a long time so you didn’t know.”

But Lena did know. Black Water Swamp. She should’ve known.

“When'’s the funeral, Mom. I’d like to be there for it.”

“They’ve sent her to Nashville for an autopsy so I think next week.”
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“Ok. I'm coming home for it. I’ll try to get a flight that leaves sometime this
weekend.”

“You sure, hon? I know...I know you girls hadn’t talked in so long.”

“I’m sure. Even so, she was my best friend for a long time. I wouldn’t feel right.”

Lena sat in her office for the next half hour racking her brain through what she’d
just learned. Crystal was gone. Drowned in the same swamp where their other best friend
Anna had died. She booked the red eye from LAX to Memphis, After a short layover in
Dallas, Lena arrived in the early hours of Friday morning. The air as she stepped out the
airport was surprisingly chilly for early October in Tennessee. She saw her dad’s old Ford
pickup waiting for her in the pickup area outside the terminal. After tossing her bags in
the truck bed, she climbed in the passenger site, almost happy to be in the familiar space.

“Hey, Dad.” Lena smiled wearily.

He leaned over to kiss her on the cheek, “Hey, puddin’. You got everything?
Ready to go?”

“Yeah. Let’s go home.”

As they drove, Lena watched out the window as the rising sun revealed the acres
of dead cornstalks waiting to be chopped to ready the field for the next cycle of crops,
typical of the agriculture heavy area, and she watched as they passed through the swampy
bog filled Hatchie River Bottom on the way to her childhood home. And she watched as
they drove past a gravel road blocked by bright yellow crime scene tape—the turn off to
Mossy Creek Road and Black Water Swamp.

The two-hour drive from Memphis combined with the less-than-ideal sleep Lena

got on the plane ride from LA left her exhausted. It was only 7 am so she snuggled under
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the down comforter on her bed in her old room attempting to get at least an hour or two
of sleep. After an hour, the nap proved more restless than anything, so she gave up and
undressed to get the smell of airplane and travel off her skin. Emerging from the shower,
Lena breathed in the familiar smell of bacon and coffee wafting upstairs from the kitchen.

Lena opened her closet and pulled out a pair of jeans and an old No Doubt t-shirt
that had seen better days but was so comfortable she couldn’t give it up just yet. She
headed downstairs to the kitchen, her stomach already grumbling for her mother’s
homecooked breakfast and coffee. She ran her hand along the hand-hewn oak along the
rails of the staircase. Her grandfather had built this house and started the farm that her
father now ran. She loved this place, but also hated the memories of the town itself.
Shaking them from her mind she turned through the foyer and headed to the back of the
house to the kitchen.

“Smells good, Mom,” Lena said, yawning.

“Did you sleep good, sweetie?”” Her mother was standing at the stove frying thick-
cut bacon likely from one of the family hogs in her ancient cast iron skillet. The
intoxicating smell helped Lena wake up just a bit more.

“Pretty good. Now if I can just get a cup of that coffee.”

“Coming right up, sweet pea.”

Lena watched as her mother simultaneously scrambled eggs in one cast iron
skillet while keeping an eye on the bacon frying in another and still managed to pour two
cups of coffee for Lena and herself. Lena gratefully accepted the caffeinated nectar but
didn’t miss the side eye look her mother gave her as she took a sip from her own cup and

then began spooning eggs and bacon onto a plate for Lena, sitting it down as she turned
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her eyes toward Lena with a sigh. Lena knew there was going to be some sort of motherly
advice coming. Janice Manchester was as good at all of those as she was at brewing the
best coffee in Flat Creek.

“So, are you still planning to go to the funeral?”

Lena looked up as she forked some of the eggs on her plate and brought them up
to her mouth pausing, almost surprised her mother went straight for the main event.

“Yes. I just feel...like I need to. She was my best friend.” Lena continued to eat,
forcing some of the bacon down, pushing the lump that had formed at the question her
mother asked down to her stomach where it turned sour.

“Honey, I just don’t want going to it to bring up all those bad memories from...”
Janice’s voice trailed off. Lena knew what she was referring to. Not just the death of her
other friend, Anna, but how Lena had handled that so long ago.

“It’s fine, Mom. I’'m fine.” She stabbed at the last of the eggs, placing her fork
down and looking up at her mother. “That was years ago. I’'m better now. I’ll always miss
Anna, but I’'m better now. I’ll be okay.”

Janice sighed, picking up Lena’s plate, “I just worry about you.”

Lena sighed. Her mother would worry about her whether she was 18 or 48 and
there was no way around it. She got up and kissed her mother on the cheek.

“I promise. I’ll be fine, Mom.”

Lena walked back upstairs and sat down in the seat lining the bay window in her
room. This used to be her favorite spot to sit and think when she was younger. She looked
out over the front yard of the house to the road and to the woods across from them. 7°/l be

fine, Mom. You’ll be fine, Lena. It was like a little white lie she was telling herself until
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she knew she’d be okay. That’s why she had to go to the funeral, to know it was really
over. But for now, she had to get out of the house for a little while. Driving always helped
her focus when nothing else would.

Lena grabbed her bag and the keys to her old Jeep that she knew her dad kept
running for her when she came home. She called to her mom that she was going out for a
drive and would be back in a little while. She jogged out to the old shed where the Jeep
was sitting under the lean-to side and saw her dad was under the hood, making sure
everything was in working order.

“I see you’ve kept it running for me, huh?”

“You know it! Gotta keep this old thing in shape for whenever you get a
hankering to get out from under your Mama’s eye,” he said with a wink.

Lena laughed and hugged him, “Thanks, Dad. I just need to take a drive for a bit.
I’ll be back soon.”

He dropped the keys in her hand and opened the door for her, giving the hood one
last tap before she cranked it and headed out.

*okok

Lena sat in the Jeep as it idled at the end of the gravel path in the back of Flat
Creek Memory Gardens. In front of her was the old wooden gazebo that had been placed
in the cemetery in the summer of 2000, a year after Anna’s funeral. Such an odd thing to
want next to your daughter s grave, Lena thought. But then again, having a grave with
nothing in it was odd, too. To the right of the gazebo was a black granite gravestone large
enough for only one person to be buried under it. Anna’s grave. Lena had not been back

since the funeral over 20 years ago and hadn’t seen the gazebo or Anna’s headstone. She
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turned off the Jeep and reached for the small bouquet of sunflowers she’d picked up at
the farmer’s market on the way here and stepped out on the gravel path.
Anna Marie Clayton
Beloved Daughter and Friend
February 20, 1981 - August 5, 1999.

Lena knelt and ran her fingers over the precisely cut words, lingering
momentarily on the date of Anna’s death. She reached out and placed the sunflowers on
top of the headstone, seeing that the sleeve of her shirt had pulled itself back as she
stretched her arm in reaching out. She slowly moved her arm back, turning it so that the
inside of her arm faced her. She traced the scar that ran along the inside of her wrist to her
elbow. She placed her palm over the middle of the scar and looked down at the grave.

“This is your fault,” Lena said in an almost inaudible whisper, hot tears starting to
stream down her face.

She rose and turned back toward the Jeep, slamming the door as hard as she could
when she was inside. She didn’t stop the tears as she turned the key over and maneuvered
the Jeep around the end of the drive so she could face back out the direction she came.
She glanced in the rearview mirror and slammed on her brakes as she did a double take.
Lena could have sworn she saw the figure of a young woman standing between the
gazebo and Anna’s grave. Lena rubbed her eyes to get the haze from the tears out of them
and to make sure she saw what she thought she did. She looked back in the mirror but
saw nothing this time. Lack of sleep, idiot, Lena thought as she drove back through the

gates onto the road. But she still couldn’t get out of her mind that something was there.
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Lena left the cemetery and headed into town. She parked in one of the spots in
front of Wilson’s Drug Store and tried to gather herself before opening the door. She
grabbed her phone to text her mother as she walked into Wilson’s. Need anything from
town? It took a few seconds, but she saw the three dots revealing her mother was
replying. No thanks, sweetheart. Just be careful. She texted back ok and dropped the
phone in her bag as she pushed open the door and stepped back into what seemed like
ancient history to her. Wilson’s Drug Store was laid out exactly like she remembered it.
The pharmacy was in the back, the soda fountain and grill were to the right with a group
of six tables for seating, along with stools along the counter. The rest of the space was
filled with rows of shelves containing various over the counter medicines, necessities,
and a few aisles of random office supplies, toys, and other items that weren’t out of place
yet also didn’t seem to belong.

Lena walked over to the soda fountain where she saw Margaret Wilson was still
manning the grill just as she had for years. Mrs. Wilson was in her 80s but spry as a
spring chicken and made the best grilled cheese anywhere around, which was exactly
what Lena needed. She slid into a booth at the end of the counter and gave the menu a
once over just to make sure she knew what she wanted. Mrs. Wilson took no time in
coming over to greet her.

“Lena Lynn, sweetie, how are you? It’s been a while, sugar. I’'m guessing you’re
in town for Crystal’s service. Such a shame. You girls always kept me young when you’d
come in here after school almost every day.”

“Yes, ma’am, Mrs. Wilson. I’'m doing well. And yes, I’'m here for Crystal’s

service.”
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Mrs. Wilson nodded sympathetically and patted Lena’s arm, “Why don’t you let
me fix you up a grilled cheese and a Joe, on the house.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that, Mrs. Wilson. I...”

She shushed Lena, “Nonsense. Food helps a grieving soul and it’s the least I can
do. Is there anything else you’d like?”

“A Diet Coke if you can, please.”

Mrs. Wilson nodded and brought back Lena’s Diet Coke, “I’ll get to work on
everything else, sweetie. You just sit and take a load off.”

Today was Friday, the funeral was Monday, and Lena knew she needed to be back
in LA by next weekend. But she’d come back because she had to. Mrs. Wilson soon
brought the grilled cheese and milkshake over to Lena. As she ate, she thought more
about everything that had brought her back to Flat Creek this time. Crystal was gone.
Anna was gone. It was just her now. She was the only one who knew what happened all
those years ago now. She finished her grilled cheese and slurped down the last of the
whipped cream that had settled in the bottom of the milkshake glass. She looked up to see
if Mrs. Wilson was at the counter, but she didn’t see her anywhere in the store. Against
Mrs. Wilson’s orders, she left a five-dollar bill on the table and walked out to the Jeep. As
she began to open the door she looked up. Standing around 20 feet in front of her she saw
the same young woman she caught a glimpse of in the cemetery. No. This isn't
happening. This isn t real. Then the figure began walking toward her. Lena couldn’t
move. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. The figure’s face was slightly different

but the red wavy hair and the piercing green eyes that held her captive were the
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unmistakable eyes of her best friend. She appeared only slightly older than she was the
day Lena watched her sink beneath the depths of the murky swamp.

“What the actual fuck?” Lena shut the door of the Jeep and steadied herself
against it.

One corner of Anna’s mouth turned up in a sly grin, “Well, well. Isn’t this a
surprise?”

Lena opened her mouth then shut it again. This was real. Anna was standing in
front of her. Time seemed to stand still for a few moments, and Lena’s mind went back
twenty years to that night at Black Water Swamp. She, Anna, and Crystal had driven out
there one night to celebrate each of them leaving for college over the next few weeks. It
was Anna’s idea to go to the swamp. She said it was an easy place to party where no one
would notice a few teenage girls playing loud music and getting a little drunk. They’d
snuck a couple of bottles of Wild Turkey out of Lena’s barn, where her father kept his
liquor stash, and headed out to Mossy Creek Road where they knew they’d be able to
hang out until dawn if they wanted. The water in the swamp was higher than usual thanks
to some summer storms earlier in the week, but Anna had decided it was a good idea to
try walking on the spongy peat and fallen cypress trees right off the side of the road. They
made it around one hundred yards from the edge of the road into the swamp when one of
the logs Anna was standing on rolled and she fell into the water. By the time Crystal and
Lena made it to her, Anna had already been pulled almost completely under in the
quagmire. Lena grabbed for her hand and nearly went in, too, but Crystal grabbed her leg
and pulled her away, causing Lena’s arm to scrape across the log, leaving the scar

running along the inside as a permanent reminder of that night. Anna’s hand went under,
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and she was gone. Too drunk to drive to get help and in a time before cell phones were
the norm, Crystal and Lena didn’t know what to do. No one knew they were out there. It
was Crystal’s idea. Lena just went along with it because she was always the follower of
the group. They’d get back in the car and drive back, go back to bed to hopefully sober
up, and then they’d tell everyone the next day they’d argued with Anna, and she left
them, catching a ride with someone driving by. In their 18-year-old minds that was the
perfect story. They’d seen it enough on crime shows and Unsolved Mysteries they were
sure it would work. So that’s what they did. No one would ever have to know they’d let
their best friend drown in the swamp. They’d carry on their lives, never wondering what
would become of them should any evidence emerge from the dark water of the swamp.
That was until someone kayaking through one of the creeks feeding into the swamp
found Anna’s shoe.

For the next two weeks, the local law enforcement and the TBI searched the
swamp and the small creeks that fed into it for Anna but the only thing they ever found
was a log that had some blood on it that was assumed to be Anna’s. The girls stuck to
their story that they’d gotten into an argument and Anna had left, catching a ride. /¢
must 've been that guy who picked her up, they said. It was a small town. They were good
girls. Everyone believed them. A week after that, Anna’s parents chose to have a funeral
for her as everyone thought she was dead, murdered by some vagrant traveling through.
Later that year they moved to Atlanta because they said they didn’t want to be anywhere
near Flat Creek. Crystal and Lena went off to college. Crystal returned home after

finishing. Lena stayed in California because she couldn’t bear coming home more than
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necessary. Now, staring at the woman she knew was Anna brought the entire nightmare
rushing back.

“Anna,” Lena managed to croak out once she gained her bearings.

“In the flesh. Haven’t you missed me?”

“You’re supposed to be dead. You...you drowned in the swamp.”

“No. You and Crystal /eft me in the swamp.”

“Anna, you went under. We were drunk. We went for help. No one could find any
trace of you.”

Anna’s green eyes bore into Lena’s and her lopsided smirk she’d been holding
turned fully upward. “Because [ was never there.”

Lena studied her friend’s face in confusion as Anna continued.

“You left me there to drown but I didn’t. Somehow, I moved in just the right way
where I floated back up to the top and grabbed on to the log. But by the time I got out of
the water and back on the gravel road, you were both gone. So, I started walking along
the road thinking I could find you but then some guy in an old beater truck pulled up and
offered me a ride back to town. So, I took it. I guess that part of your story was true.”

“Anna, we...”

“We were young. We didn 't want to get into trouble. Blah, blah, blah. Fucking
stop.”

That was enough to shock Lena back to the moment. “It’s true, Anna. You
would’ve done the same thing if it were one of us. We were drunk. We weren’t thinking.

And...well, by the time everything got worse we couldn’t tell the truth then.”
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Anna stared at Lena, and this time Lena stared back. The initial shock of seeing
her friend she thought dead wearing off from both fear of what Anna wanted and anger.

“What do you want me to do about it now, Anna? Go tell the Sherriff everything?
Fine. Let’s go.” Lena turned to begin walking down the street, but Anna grabbed her arm,
her fingers digging into the old scar left from that night.

“He already knows, Lena.”

“What are you talking about? How could he know? No one has seen you for
twenty years. There is a grave in the cemetery with your name on it.”

Anna’s eyes finally stopped boring a hole into Lena and looked over her shoulder
at something behind her. Lena turned to see what Anna was looking at and her jaw
dropped. It was Crystal. She tried to tear her arm from Anna’s grip in a panic. She didn’t
know what was happening.

“Get off me. What the hell is going on? Both of you are supposed to be dead!”
Lena screamed. Surely someone would hear her and come out of the stores to see what
was going on. But no one came. There wasn’t anyone to help her. Crystal reached them
and took hold of Lena’s other arm, just as Lena screamed again with everything in her
soul before everything suddenly flashed white and then her eyes closed revealing pitch
black nothingness.

ok

The stark brightness of the lights above her broke through the slits in her eyes,
nearly blinding her again. Lena tried to pry open her eyes, but the crust of a long sleep
kept them glued almost shut. She heard the steady beeping of a hospital monitor on her

left and the gentle sound of a snore to her right. She tried to move her hands to wipe at
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her eyes but couldn’t. Her throat was dry but she managed to make a guttural sound,
getting the attention of what looked to be a person to her right.

“Lena! Baby, you’re awake!”

Lena felt the shape that was talking move closer to her and start to wipe at her
eyes and wet her lips with a damp cloth.

“Mom,” Lena finally managed, “Wha—" She didn’t have the strength to finish
but her mother understood.

“Mrs. Wilson found you almost passed out in front of her store by the Jeep. You
were mumbling something about Anna and Crystal and then when she touched you, you
just...you just started screaming. She didn’t know what to do, bless her heart, so she
called me and we called the ambulance and well, here you are.”

“Mom, it...Anna. She...Crystal. I saw...” Lena didn’t know what to say. She
didn’t know what had happened to her. She wasn’t even sure anyone would believe her,
that Anna was alive, not dead or missing. That Crystal wasn’t dead. She tried raising her
arms again but still couldn’t. She looked down to see straps holding both of her arms
down on the hospital bed. She saw that her scar was exposed but also saw fresh scars all
over both arms.

“Oh sweetie, we had to do that. You were fighting all of us in your sleep and you
started scratching yourself something awful. Your arms, your face, everywhere,” Mrs.
Manchester patted down Lena’s hair and stroked her cheek, “Here, let me see if now that
you’re a little awake if the nurse can’t get those things off.”

Lena’s mother returned after a few minutes, along with one of the floor nurses

who began to remove the restraints, telling them she’d be back with some ointment for
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the scars. They both thanked her, then Lena turned to her mother again. Lena noticed her
mother’s face twitch just slightly, a sign that she knew something but didn’t want to tell
Lena. She’d done this ever since Lena could remember. She did the same thing when she
had told Lena someone found Anna’s shoe in the swamp, and Lena imagined she did the
same thing when she called her to tell her about Crystal’s death. Mrs. Manchester opened
her mouth as if to respond to Lena, but then quickly shut it again as she worked to find
the words that came next.

“Lena, I’'m not quite sure how to bring this up,” she hesitated, “But I guess there’s
no other way than to come right out with it. You know how they found Crystal in the
swamp?”

Lena pushed herself up slowly, “Yeah.”

“Well, they found something...someone else, too. They...”

Lena finished her sentence for her, “Anna.”

Mrs. Manchester looked up at Lena, “They think so, honey. They are going to
have to do some tests to confirm, but the sheriff said he’s pretty sure.”

Lena nodded and looked down at her arms. The fresh pink and red scars seemed
to grow brighter. She didn’t know if they’d last on the surface as long as the first one had,
but she knew the sting would still be there years from now. She knew that they’d still
bring her back here. Maybe in a few years. Maybe in another twenty, but she knew they’d

call her back and this time she wasn’t so sure she’d be able to leave again..
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The Store

The silver Mercedes pulled into one of the only two parking spaces in front of the
gas station. I rose from my stool, already planning out my explanation for why I had not
done my job this month. It had been slow, with a handful of customers coming through.
She was going to be mad; I knew it. [ was a good employee, only not doing my job
completely twice before in all this time. But she had been growing restless with how few
people had come by over the last year. I don’t know how this was my fault; I can’t help
that no one uses this road much anymore. We’re too far off the interstate between
Nashville and Memphis and not close enough to Jackson for even locals there to stop in
for anything. But it would be my fault, and I’'m not sure what the consequences are this
time. Twice before I was given warnings, painful but bearable. Only a small loss by
measure.

I looked around inside the store that had also been my home for as long as I could
remember. The coolers had been stocked just that week, so sodas and beer were plentiful.
Various bags of chips, candy bars, toiletries, and other typical small gas station items
placed throughout the store. Then there was the table with odds and ends—books, hats,
purses, luggage, magazines, shoes, even a walker. They were all items left behind over
the years. My attention was pulled away by the tinkling of the bell above the door. She
stood in the doorway with the sun behind her in an almost angelic way, casting a halo
around her tall frame. Impeccably dressed as always in a simple but expensive black
dress, a single string of pearls, diamond solitaire earrings, and a Cartier watch, she looked
around at the empty store before pushing the black Chanel sunglasses on the top of her

head, pulling back her straight dark hair and revealing her piercing gray eyes, which were
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staring straight at me. She said nothing as she walked to the counter, sliding a white linen
card with the letter “L” in the center, and walked back out the door, the bell signaling I
was alone again. I opened the card, reading silently the two words inscribed in perfect
script that looked as if it had been written in the 18" century than the 21 century.
Three Days.

I dropped the card on the counter. Only three days. I knew this meant today was
Day One. Three days before what I had feared would be the consequence of failing to
provide for my employer what she desired in an employee. I turned to look out at the
barren stretch of road that had not seen another car in hours, much less one that decided
to stop here, even less one that held who I needed. I glanced around the store again at the
tables holding what seemed like a random assortment of items you’d be more likely to
find at the local flea market than a tiny gas station that served a few hundred customers a
year. I emerged from behind the counter and walked to the table. So many of these items I
remembered. I brushed my fingertips over the smooth leather of a satchel, the familiar
vibration creeping through my hand, my arm. The familiar chill that came with touching
any of these items pierced me to my bones. This one belonged to the young journalist
from New York.

He’d stopped by on his way to Memphis to cover the sanitation worker strike in
1968. The price tag on it read “$25.00, genuine leather satchel, vintage, used.” The
simple description held no more care for the previous owner than Mistress had when she
met him. He thought she’d cared, though. She looked much younger then, close to his age
of thirty, and he’d remarked on her eyes, her pale skin, her red lips, as if she’d been the

reincarnation of Marilyn Monroe but with dark hair instead of blonde. I always thought
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she’d looked more like Jackie Kennedy, but she never worried what I thought...if I did
my job each time. It was a little past mid-March and unseasonably cold for Tennessee.
He’d pulled in the station to get his fill of gas, making a smart remark about hillbillies
and racists and how we were all backwoods inbreds. The typical city boy comments we
got for years around here. I was young then, too. Only twenty by my recollection. It’s
getting harder to remember my age. I suppose that comes with this job. There have been
so many people; some I remember, some not so much. But I always managed to find the
right ones, until now. Glancing at my watch I saw that it was almost closing time. I
walked to the glass door, checking one more time to make sure there weren’t any last-
minute customers. No one. I turned the deadbolt and flipped the light switch, walking to
the back of the store to the little cot in the small room where I’d stayed for so many years.
I knew I wouldn’t sleep much, but I had to try.

There was a time I was one of the souls Mistress chose to make her own. But she
spared me. Well, I say she spared me. Is someone spared when their soul is taken to give
life to evil and then the body, with only the smallest amount of soul left inside, asked to
stay, to continue to find other souls for the evil to drink? Mistress had made it seem all so
blissfully wonderful. I would find souls for her so she could keep living. But the souls
had to be perfect for her. This was what she asked me to do, and maybe I began to take it
on myself to make them more perfect than I could find out here in the random people
who stopped here. This thing I did for her, I had fastended myself to her, to this place, to
this job of mine that I detested but also craved. I craved the hunt, but I had gotten lax in
my ways. The soul that was barely left inside of me allowed me to still care. But I wasn’t

supposed to care. That’s what Mistress said. That’s why she chose me so long ago—I
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wasn’t caring. I had a soul but not a heart. Now I had three days to an end that I couldn’t
see the path where I could reach it.

I awoke early the next morning. Day two. Surely, we’d have a customer today.
But what if we did and they weren’t the right one? I showered in the lone stall we had,
usually reserved for truckers travelling through, but since none ever came anymore, I
used it often. I opened the store as usual and waited. It’s in this quiet I begin to let anxiety
creep in. She’s always let me take a little here and there from her prizes. Enough to keep
me going, not good looking, but going. She needed me alive for this. She never did the
choosing herself. She depended on me. I depended on her. It was a mutually beneficial
relationship. I busied myself with rearranging some of the shelves, every so often
glancing outside, maybe looking for her, maybe a customer. I really never knew which.
But I had to keep watch. I walked over to the tables with all the items, shuffling through
some more. A tube of glitter lip gloss caught my eye. She had been so pretty. I wished I
could’ve kept her for myself, but there was no way I was allowed. I had picked too good
that time. It had been in the 1980s. Maybe *85? She’d come in the store to grab a Coke
and bag of chips as she headed back to Memphis State for the fall. Dressed in acid wash
jeans and a tie dye crop top, blonde hair in that frizzy perm that looked terrible on most
women but was even a little sexy on her. She couldn’t have been more than 19. She didn’t
notice me. Like I said, I wasn’t handsome. Just there. It made it easy to take her. I
remember covering her mouth with the chloroform-soaked cloth, no one else was in the
store. When the mistress came to see me that night, she had been so happy. She said I'd
done well. She let me watch her that night. I wasn’t allowed to touch or take, but I could

watch. I remember how the blood drained from the girl. She was still pretty, even after
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that. Mistress said it was the best I’d done in a long time. Even better than some of the
hippies I’d managed to take when they were making their way from the east to the west
coast and wanted to see the South. I opened the lip gloss, smelling its chemical odor. I
brushed the sponge across my own lips, hoping to savor something I couldn’t have and
maybe would never have again. I placed it back on the table and walked back behind the
counter. I watched a few cars drive by, none stopping, not even for gas or directions. Why
would they? They just asked their phones now. No one needed me. Except Mistress. She
needed me. She couldn’t live without me. I had to keep telling myself this or I’d get
upset. Getting upset would scare someone off if they did stop. I sat on my stool and
waited. No one came.

I didn’t sleep that night. Day three was here. Someone was going to stop today. I
knew they were. I’d put on my best shirt today. I’d be ready. I waited. Nothing. No cars
even driving by today. I began to lose hope, then I saw an SUV pull into the gas pumps. I
rushed out to greet them. Full service, you see. It was a young man and his wife. They
were in their 30s, I thought. Very nice looking. Mistress would like them, but there were
two. Did she need two? Could she use two? Maybe she’d let me have one to try as a
reward. Can [ help you, sir? 1 asked, maybe a little too eagerly. He looked at me warily.
His wife. So pretty. Stayed in the car. He needed directions. His phone wasn’t working
right, neither was his wife’s. Could I help him, he asked. This was it, I’d found someone.
Sure, 1 said, Listen its hot out here, why don 't you two come on in and cool off a bit. Got
some cold drinks in the cooler and you can sit a spell. | waited, holding my breath,
silently hoping he’d agree. He asked me to wait; he needed to ask his wife. I watched him

ask her, watched her look at me. She shrugged, sure. He took the keys out of the ignition
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and walked around to open her door. I didn’t see her fully until she got out of the car. Oh,
Mistress would be happy with me. She reminded me of her. So pretty. But then I looked
at her belly. The small bump as she placed her hand under it. No. I dropped my head.
Mistress did have her rules, you know. But I’d already agreed to help them, so I did. Then
I sent them on their way. It was late afternoon by then. Closing time would be in a few
hours. Day Three. What was I going to do?

Some more cars passed on the road that day but none ever stopped. I watched the
sun set and looked out the door, waiting for the familiar silver Mercedes to drive up. My
punishment would be swift, [ hoped. Mistress was never too cruel. The clock chimed on
the wall. Still nothing outside. In the distance I saw a beam of headlights growing
brighter. It was her. Had to be. I wasn’t ready. Not yet. Please. I backed into the far corner
of the store, maybe she wouldn’t see me. The tinkling of the bell sounded. Heavy
footsteps walked in. This wasn’t her. Could it be another prize for her? I stepped out from
my hiding place and saw it was a man dressed in a dark suit. I didn’t recognize him. He
handed me a card that read Tennessee Bureau of Investigation. He asked me if I knew
anything about Mistress. Elizabeth, he called her. I’d forgotten that was her name. I was
curious. She is the store owner, sir. 1 told him. She should be coming by soon. She likes to
close sometimes. He thanked me and said he’d wait for a while. Could I use him? Would
he do? I had a choice to make. If he wasn’t right, Mistress would be angry. But she
wouldn’t be too angry, after all, if I tried. I watched him as he walked over to the table of
things. He looked at the satchel, the lip gloss, the other things. Interesting assortment, he
said. Oh yes. Sometimes people forget things. Or sometimes I pick up things at yard sales,

I said. He chuckled and walked to the cooler, grabbing a Coke. On the house, I say. 1
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wanted him to be comfortable. No, I was beginning to care too much. This wouldn’t do,
not at all. I couldn’t care about this man. But something about how he looked at all of the
collected items that had once belonged to souls through the years made me feel again. It
made me feel something in my soul, my heart for the people I’d wronged. But I couldn’t
be redeemed. And I had to find someone for Mistress. The man continued to browse the
items, touching each one. I wondered if he could feel the souls left behind like I could. A
clock ticked in my mind as the hour grew later. Mistress would be coming soon.

He made a gesture as if to say cheers but followed it by saying he couldn’t
continue to wait but he’d be back tomorrow and maybe he’d see Elizabeth then. As he
walked to the door, I walked behind the counter, still deciding what to do with him. I only
had an hour left to decide. She would arrive on time. Then I saw the headlights fill the
window where he was sitting. Had I lost track of time? Was she here? Oh, she would be
angry now. The bell tinkled. I heard the heels click. I heard him speak, then her. He
continued outside, leaving with a nod in my direction. NO, I wanted to scream. I tried to
run to the door but Mistress caught me. This was always going to happen, she said. She
wasn’t talking to me but about me. She clucked her tongue, scolding me for my
ineptness. I’d failed her. My knees buckled as she approached my side. She knelt next to
me. [ felt her touch my hair. You’ll have to do this time, she said, but I’ll find another.

There is always a weaker one out there, and I will always be waiting.
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Under a Lawless Moon

Victim appears to be male, cause of death...unknown. There wasn’t any more
information than that when I pulled down the dirt road leading to the edge of Bitter
Creek, to a little-known area some locals called Cottonmouth Bend, thanks to the
plethora of the white mouthed venomous snakes that often populated most West
Tennessee waters. Dispatch had made the call for assistance around three in the morning,
and although I’d gone home for the night, as sheriff, I was bound to duty, so I headed out.
I drove as far as the road would take me, still a good piece from where I was told the
body had been found. The path leading down to Cottonmouth Bend was slick with rocks
made smooth from the swelling and receding of the water every time we had a torrential
rain. I carefully made my way along the narrow path, slipping a few times thanks to the
midnight rainstorm that was common throughout the summer. I’d left my flashlight and
phone in the car, but the moon was almost full and the clouds from the rain earlier had
moved out, so I could see a good bit around me. All I could think was, Good place to
dump a body out here.

Just as I was rounding the edge of the swampy area to the left of the creek, I lost
my balance, instinctively grabbing for the only thing close to keep my balance, a fallen
tree that had been uprooted during one of the summer storms at some point. I pulled back
as | felt the palm of my hand open and the wet stickiness drip down my arm. Fuck. The
cut wasn’t enough to need stitches, but it hurt like hell. I studied my palm, noticing that
the stickiness wasn’t just blood. It looked like the tree was still alive and some sap had

gotten mixed in with the blood in the wound. I reached in my pocket for my
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handkerchief. This would have to do until I could get my first aid kit when I got back to
the car.

“Down here, Sheriff Abbott!” I heard Jake Sharp, one of my rookie deputies
yelled in my direction. Jake was standing near the edge of the water, holding a flashlight
on the body. As I got closer, I could see the man’s body. He was wearing a white t-shirt,
originally white but now with dark stains spread out in blotches, jeans, and what looked
like no shoes. Half his face was in the water, and the side that was exposed was so
mangled I couldn’t even tell who he might be. Even his eye was gone...not just
missing...it looked to have been taken out. By a possible killer or maybe an animal, but I
couldn’t tell right away.

“Jake,” I said, shaking his hand, “What’s it look like?”

“Not sure, Sheriff,” he said as he knelt to get a closer look at the body, “I didn’t
want to touch him or anything ‘til you got here.”

I nodded and knelt across from Jake, on the other side of the man’s body. There
was a lot more blood on the shirt than I’d originally thought. I’d hoped this would just be
a routine drunk who’d decided nighttime fishing in the creek would be a smart idea, but
this looked like much, much more. I’d lived in Bitter Hollow all my life and only
remembered one other murder ever happening, and it wasn’t like this, wasn’t even really
a murder, more an accident. But I do remember it well. It was 1993, and I was 18, riding
through town with some friends when we decided to take a drive out on the backroads not
too far from where my squad car was parked up the road. We were in my best friend
Daniel’s Jeep, seeing how it could do out here in the mud and dirt. We weren’t too far

from Cottonmouth Bend, on an old state forest service road, when this old woman just
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walked out in front of us. It was this old lady who lived out in the swamp that everyone
called Swamp Betty, and everyone just knew she was a witch or something. You know
how small towns are. I still remember the feeling when we hit her and the guilt when we
knew she was dead. Daniel wanted to call someone to help us, but I talked him out of it.
I’d been offered a scholarship to play football at Memphis State, and I was scared, so I
told him, no. No one would even miss her because she rarely came into town, didn’t have
any family. Load her in the back of the Jeep, Daniel. We'll take her out and dump her in
the swamp close to her shack. Some animal is bound to find her before anyone else does.
It took a lot of convincing, but he agreed, so we did. Far as I know, no one ever found her
body. The shack is still out there somewhere, not far from here. Probably down to nothing
but a foundation if it even had one.

I turned back to the body, “Jake, call dispatch. See if they can get ahold of Doc
Mason to come down here and take a look. I don’t want to move the body until
someone’s seen him.”

As Jake radioed to call the doctor out, I studied the body more. From the build
and the way his skin looked, I couldn’t tell if he was a teenager or my age. He looked like
he’d been a strong man, but not strong enough to take care of whatever got to him first.
There isn’t anything bigger than a bobcat out here, so odds are it wasn’t an animal that
did this. There was so much blood but no tears or holes in the shirt, at least on the back.
His feet looked clean despite being out in the muddy swamp and dirt next to the creek.

“Doc’s about 20 minutes out,” Jake said.

“Alright. Let’s see what we can see while we wait on him.”
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I directed Jake to follow the creek in one direction while I went back the way I’d
come, except staying close to the water and not on the road. The rain had likely washed
away any evidence, and I was betting whatever happened didn’t happen here, but we had
to look anyway. After around 15 minutes I made my way back to the body to wait on Doc
Mason. Jake hadn’t made it back yet, and I hoped he’d not gotten himself lost. Ten more
minutes ticked by, no Jake, no Doc. Then I heard boots crunching on the rocks next to the
shore and looked up to see Jake speed walking toward me.

“Ok there, Deputy?” I asked, trying not to let a smirk creep into my face, when I
saw he looked like he’d seen a ghost.

“Just don’t like it out here, Sheriff. Gives me the creeps. I thought I heard
something out in the swamp a ways down so [ went to see and found that old shack I
always heard about...Swamp Betty’s?”

I swallowed hard, “Swamp Betty’s shack is still there?”

“Yup. Not much to it, and didn’t look like no one lives there, but there’s a shack
alright. Smelled like something had died out there, but I figure it was just something the
swamp got.”

Before I could say anything else, I heard Doc Mason’s voice behind me.

“What do we got here, boys?” He was dressed in overalls and a t-shirt, carrying
his doctor’s satchel in one hand and flicking a cigarette with the other.

“Well, Doc, I’'m not sure. A body is about all I can figure out right now,” I said.

I watched as he walked over and made his way around the body. After pulling on
some latex gloves, he lifted the man’s shirt to expose his back, completely free of any

type of wounds. Doc shrugged and unzipped his satchel, pulling out a garbage bag. He
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carefully tore it at the seam and spread it next to the body. I watched as he reached across

and rolled the man over onto the black plastic, exposing more of the face and allowing us

to see the front of his shirt, or what was left of it. The shirt was torn neatly down the

middle, with surgical precision, from the collar to the hem. The man’s skin on his chest
had been burned, parts of the skin almost charred black, except for the left side where a
tattoo of a leafless tree with perfectly rounded, symmetrically branches was placed. His

stomach had been ripped open, exposing his innards. I stepped closer. Something inside

me stirred and I had to get a closer look at this. This wasn’t any ordinary death at all. The

wound where his insides spilled out was so precise and the flaps of skin had been cut in
such a way that it looked almost like a flower blooming. I reached toward it before I
realized what I was doing.

“Ben, what the hell are you doing?”” Doc Mason’s voice shocked me back to

reality, and I pulled my hand back, “You need gloves bef...what did you do to you’re

hand?” He grabbed the bandaged hand I’d almost forgotten was injured and turned it over

so he could see my palm and the red stain where the blood seeped through my thin
handkerchief.

I pointed my thumb behind me toward the fallen tree, “Slipped back there,
grabbed a branch on that tree to catch myself, and, well, then this.”

He looked back at the body and then at my hand, “Let me finish the preliminary
work here and then I’ll bandage that up right,” he said as he turned to where Jake had
distanced himself from the gruesome scene. “Hey, Jake, bring me that body bag in the

2

car.
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I stepped back, breathing a sigh of relief. I don’t know what came over me when [
saw the body and the wounds that made me want to touch them, to feel what it was like to
touch the torn flesh, to see if it was still warm, or cold, or hard, or soft. Some carnal
desire to feel death in its rawest, savage form. As I watched the doctor finish, my hand
begin throbbing worse than it had when I first cut it, as if it could feel those same desires
and wanted to try once more to touch those deep cuts. What would it feel like to make
those cuts? Could I feel the flesh tear beneath a knife? Would it be easy? 1 made a fist,
pressing my fingers into the bandage, into my own wound, smelling the familiar metallic
odor that comes with flowing blood, and turned away until the doctor had finished.

Jake hurried back with the bag and helped Doc Mason move the body, still with
the black garbage back on his back, into the body bag. I watched as they carried him back
to the doctor’s car. I knew I’d have to follow him back to the office to see if we could
make some sort of identification. I began following them back up the trail leading to
where our vehicles were parked, but something flashed through the thick trees in the
swamp, catching my eye.

“Hey, someone out there?” I yelled into the black nothingness.

No answer. A breeze rustled the leaves and katydids hummed and clicked in the
thick night air. The moon had hidden behind a stray cloud so the dark was even deeper as
I strained my eyes, scanning into the trees. Still nothing. I turned to head back up the trail
to the road, passing the tree that had both broken my fall and wounded me elsewhere. The
clouds moved again, revealing more of the moon so that I could see the tree better this
time than I had before. The branches spread out along the ground almost symmetrically.

1t almost looks just like the tattoo on the chest of the man we found, 1 thought. I shrugged
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it off as a coincidence and continued toward the road. When I reached the cars, Jake had
already left, but Doc Mason was waiting for me.

“I’m gonna need you to come down to the office with me, Ben. We need to at
least wash off the body and see what else we can determine,” he said as he took a drag
from a new cigarette, “I don’t got a good feeling about this at all.”

He looked worried, but about what, I couldn’t tell, “Me either, Doc. Me either.”

Ten minutes later we pulled into the parking lot behind Doc’s office and carried
the body inside and placed it on the autopsy table. I stood to the side watching Doc cut
the man’s clothes off and then see what evidence he could find before rinsing the body of
the mud, blood, and debris that had collected all over from where he had been outside. As
I observed this almost ritualistic procedure, I inched closer to the body, unexplainably
drawn to everything that was happening. It was then I realized what...or who...I was
seeing. Daniel.

“Oh God...” I breathed, causing Doc Mason to turn in my direction, “I know
him.

“Ben, what on earth?”

I stumbled back against the wall to steady myself, “It’s Daniel Brown, Doc.”

He turned to look at the body of my high school best friend lying on his table,
“Ben, are you sure? Daniel’s been gone from here since y’all graduated. Why would he
have come back now?”

I could only shake my head. I didn’t have an answer right then, but I was damn
sure going to figure it out if it killed me, “Doc, just take care of him. I’m going to see

what I can find out.”
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I left Doc Mason’s office and drove back to the crime scene. Maybe I’d missed
something. Maybe I could figure it out. When I got there, I spent two hours combing over
the shore of the creek and the path to and from where we found Daniel’s body. Nothing.
It was like he’d dropped out of the sky and landed where we found him. I stood in the
quiet as if the wind would bring me answers, but I knew deep down I’d never find them
here, at least not yet. I thought back to Daniel’s body—the tattoo, the wounds, how I was
drawn to him before I even realized it was him. I needed to see him again.

Doc Mason’s car was still at his office when I pulled into the lot. I walked to the
back door and knocked. No answer. I tried the doorknob, finding it unlocked. All the
lights in the hallway were off but the autopsy room lights were still burning. There was
an odd smell I hadn’t noticed before. I called out for the doctor. No answer. | made my
way down the hall into the autopsy room. Daniel’s body was still on the table. Where the
fuck is Doc? 1 glanced around the room and saw there was another body bag on top of a
second autopsy table. Was that here earlier? It had to be, right? I just didn't seeit... 1
walked toward it, noticing the odd smell again. It smelled like the stagnate water that
sometimes collected in pools in the swamp. I slowly reached and unzipped the bag.

“Noooo...” I grabbed the table to steady myself as I looked into Doc Mason’s
dead eyes. My knees buckled as my shaking hand reached for my phone to dial Jake’s
number. I regained my composure enough to explain to Jake where I was, what the scene
looked like, and for him to get to the office as fast as he could. Two bodies in 24 hours. |
hung up with Jake and stood to look again at Doc’s body. I unzipped the body bag the rest
of the way. I knew I shouldn’t, but I had to see before anyone else was at the scene. Doc’s

shirt was torn in the exact same way as Daniel’s. His skin burned in an identical pattern. I
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took a pen from my pocket and moved his shirt to the side. The tree. But this time it
wasn’t a tattoo. It was an angry red mark as if the shape of the tree had been branded into
his chest. No one was there to stop me this time. I reached out, placing my hand on Doc
Mason’s chest, tracing the shape of the tree slowly, feeling the ragged wounds in his skin.
I moved his shirt aside, exposing the rest of his torso, the deep rip to his stomach was
there. I felt the wound, an excitement running through me, stopping abruptly as I heard
the back door open and Jake yell for me.

“In here, Jake,” I said as I carefully placed Doc’s shirt back where it had been
earlier.

“Geez, Sheriff, what the hell is going on?” Jake asked as he entered and placed his
pistol back in the holster after he saw it was just me.

I didn’t know how to answer that. I’d left Doc alone to finish the autopsy, drove
out to Cottonmouth Bend, and driven back. I didn’t know what to say or what had
happened at all, but I was the sheriff so I needed some type of answer.

“I don’t know, Jake, but we better figure this out...two bodies in 24 hours in this
town. We have to figure out what the fuck is going on. I’'m going to call the TBI
investigators. We don’t have any other choice.” I took out my phone and dialed the
Jackson TBI office since they were the closest to us and the operator transferred me to the
only agent in the office on duty.

“Special Agent Frank Tims speaking. How can I help, Sheriff Abbott, is it?”

“Good evening, err, morning, Agent Tims. I’m calling from Bitter Hollow, in

Stanton County. Listen, we have something going on down here...we’ve had two bodies
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in about 24 hours come up. One was found several hours ago on the edge of Bitter Creek
down in the bottom, and the other is our only doctor and coroner...Doctor Hank Mason.”

“That’s quite a few bodies for your town, Sheriff. Do you have any leads or
believe their connected at all?”

“The bodies did have similar wounds and markings on them from what I could
tell, but I am no expert on things like this. We’re not very used to dead bodies being
found like this.”

I could hear Agent Tims say something to who I could only assume was the
receptionist in the office with him and then to me, “Alright, Sheriff Abbott, You’re only
about an hour or so from me so let me grab my keys and I’ll head your way right now.”

I thanked him and hung up and turned to Jake, “An agent is coming.”

“Let’s secure the scene, Sheriff. You know how this town is. We’ll have people
wanting in here once word gets out and you know it will.”

Jake and I worked to place yellow crime scene tape around the office and then
headed out to the front and back of the office, respectively, to wait out the hour until
Agent Tims arrived.

Agent Tims arrived just as he said he would, in almost exactly an hour, “Sheriff
Ben Abbot,” I said as I shook his hand, “Thank you for getting here to help us.”

“Of course, Sheriff Abbot,” he said as he returned my handshake, “Let’s go in and
see what is going on here first.”

I watched as Agent Tims carefully poured over the scene in Doc Mason’s office
and then entered the exam room where both bodies lay. He went to Daniel’s body first.

He had an evidence kit with him and took out everything he needed to examine the body.



83

I watched as he careful pulled at Daniel’s skin, seeing if any trace evidence could be
found in the deep cuts and tears. He didn’t seem to find anything.

“These wounds,” he turned to me, “any animal you think could’ve made them?”

The question puzzled me, “No, sir. You know we don’t got anything around here
that could’ve done that.”

“Well, Sheriff, I’ll admit,” he said, his face looked flush, “I’m not even from this
area and actually just got assigned to the Jackson office. I’'m originally from New York
but moved to Nashville a year ago. Warmer weather, you know. And they sent me to
Jackson about two months ago. I’ve not had time to learn much about the wildlife yet.”

“Then, no. No, sir. Nothing here could’ve done that.”

He nodded and turned back to the body, “You say the doctor...Mason, was it, has
similar wounds?”’

“Yes. His body is just there,” I said and pointed to the open body bag where Doc
Mason’s body lay.

I watched Agent Tims step over to Doc Mason’s body, glancing over in my
direction at least once. Using a gloved hand, he moved Doc’s open shirt aside, exposing
his burned chest. He traced his finger over the burned image of the tree over Doc’s heart.
The feeling I got watching Doc examine Daniel’s body returned. Something made me
want to stop Agent Tims from touching Doc, as if his wounds and how they felt belonged
only to me. I coughed, causing Agent Times to turn and look at me.

“Okay there, Sheriff?” he said with eyebrows raised.

“Yeah,” I said, coughing again, “just a tickle in my throat. Do you...do you need

any help?”
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He looked at me with slight curiosity at this question, “No. Thank you. It appears
you are correct in your assessment of the bodies. I’'m going to need to get them fully
autopsied in Memphis but looks like the same person likely killed both of these men.”

“That’s what we, me and Jake, my deputy, thought, too. But since we don’t have
much experience in investigating multiple murders, I wanted to call in the experts.”

Agent Tims smiled and nodded, “Well. Let me make some phone calls. We will
get a few more people here to assist. I’ll be back shortly.”

He walked out of the office leaving me alone with Doc and Daniel. I walked to
Daniel’s body this time. I placed my hand completely over the tree tattoo. As I did, I felt
an unnatural warmth and then everything went black.

The swampy bottom surrounding Bitter Creek was beneath me. [ saw Daniel on
the edge of the creek, a distant speck of white in the blackness. I could see there was
someone approaching him, walking out of the trees in the swamp. As [ floated closer, 1
saw the tattered gray dress, the hem dragging through the mud, snagging on fallen tree
branches and cypress knobs. Surely, [ wasn t seeing what I thought I was. I floated closer
once more, gently dropping no more than a few yards away from Daniel and Swamp
Betty, or what used to be Swamp Betty. Her pale skin hung off her body like a too large
costume. Her face was drawn, revealing skeleton features and hollow eyes. I could see
each bone and black vein in her hands as she reached out a hand as if to touch him, her
long nails mimicking claws. Daniel’s back was to her. I wanted to scream to warn him.
Then I heard a rustle behind me. Daniel and I both turned as I watched someone else
walk toward Daniel. Swamp Betty was gone but the fallen tree I remembered from the

crime scene was now where she had stood. I watched myself walk toward Daniel. What
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the hell are you doing back here, Daniel? I heard my voice ask. You know why I'm here,
Ben. I heard Daniel reply as he looked away, down the creek. She called me. Why the fuck
would she call you, Daniel, when I’'m right here? My voice asked him again. Because she
trusted me then and she still does...you, not so much. I saw the smirk Daniel had on his
face when he said that. The other me lunged at him, its hands around Daniel s throat, but
Daniel was always bigger than I was, and he pushed it away. She knew you lied about
what happened to Swamp Betty, and she’d been holding on to it for all this time. She was
there and saw us. I watched the other me stumble back and sit on the fallen tree. How
was she there, Daniel? You know how she always visited Swamp Betty and helped her at
the house? Well, she had been there that day and was walking through the woods. She
heard Betty scream before we hit her, and she hid and watched everything we did. 1
watched the other me stare at him. The other me spoke again. Well, she can meet you then
if she would rather talk to you. And I watched myself walk away. I heard Daniel mumble
but couldn t tell what he said, but then I saw the fallen tree start to shake and then
transform into Swamp Betty again. This time Daniel didn 't escape her clawed hands. 1
watched as she ripped through him, feeling that same strange excitement as I watched
Doc Mason examine his body. I watched Daniel fall face first into the creek and when I
looked up again, Swamp Betty was directly in front of me. She had a sickening grin on
her face, exposing rotten teeth crawling with worms and maggots. Whatever body I was
in couldn 't move as she reached her hand toward mine—the one that was still bandaged
from earlier. Her grin widened as she removed the bandage and traced her long

fingernail across the cut. I watched as the cut closed on its own and then faced Betty
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again. Her horrid mouth opened in a scream as she wrapped her lips around my face and
everything was dark again.

When I could see again, I was back in Doc Mason’s office, my hand still touching
Daniel’s tattoo of the tree. I lifted it and looked at my palm. The cut on my hand. The one
from the tree, the one Betty touched, was gone, as was the bandage. I looked again at the
tattoo. That’s when I realized it wasn’t a tattoo at all, it was black veins over his heart,
forming the exact shape of the tree. I heard the door to Doc Mason’s office open and
Agent Tims calling my name.

“Okay, Sheriff Abbott, A few other investigators will be here from Memphis later
today. For now, let’s move these bodies into the coolers so any evidence and, well, the
bodies themselves don’t start to decay,” he looked at me with concern, “You okay,
Sherift? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

He didn’t know that I had, “Fine. Just thinking about everything.” I felt his eyes
on me as [ walked over to Daniel’s body again to roll him into the cooler. He did the same
with Doc Mason’s body.

“Well, that’s done,” he said, still eyeing me carefully, “so let’s make sure all of
this is locked up and see if we both can’t get a little sleep before the others get here. I
already sent your deputy home.”

I nodded in agreement, and we parted ways. But I wasn’t planning on sleeping. I
got in my car and drove back to Cottonmouth Bend. I parked as far down the dirt road as
far as I could and began walking away from the bend, from the creek, and directly toward
Swamp Betty’s house. Twenty minutes later and covered in mud, I reached it. It was just

like Jake had described. I walked around to the place I knew well from so long ago—the
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place where we’d left her body. I knew it wouldn’t be there regardless after so long since
it would’ve rotted away or been taken by animals, but I had to see. Nothing there. I
breathed a sigh of relief and looked around at what was left of the house and
outbuildings. That’s when I began to feel the same excitement I’d felt when I was near
the bodies, something stirred in my chest, right over my heart. It wasn’t pain, but it was a
warm sensation that soon turned to burning. I reached my hand to my chest and felt a
searing heat. I tore at my shirt, ripping the buttons off so I could see what was happening.
I watched as black veins spread across me—the tree coming to life inside of me—but this
was more than what I’d seen on Daniel. It began to spread across my entire chest, the
searing heat coursing through my body. I fell to the ground, gripping my chest. Then it
stopped. The blackness of the veins was still there but no burning.

“It’s time, Ben...you know what to do. You can feel it. You felt it when you saw
Daniel’s body, when I helped you do the same to the doctor. Go to her. You can feel it
inside you, Ben. Go.”

I reached Rachel Hart’s house a few minutes later. I wasn’t worried about
sneaking around or not letting her see me. Why would I be? I was the sheriff; the one
everyone trusted. I knew she would let me inside when I told her why I was there. Daniel.
She cared about Daniel. “She's in there right now, Ben...go...” 1 kept hearing the voice
inside my head telling me what to do. I felt my chest pulse with excitement. The same
excitement I’d felt a few hours earlier in Doc Mason’s office. I knocked on the door, not
too loudly as I didn’t want to scare her. She didn’t answer, so I knocked a bit louder. Still,
she didn’t answer, so I tried the doorknob, hand on my holstered gun, just in case. The

house was quiet, so [ walked into the main room, which had a view of the kitchen, too.
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Nothing. I walked upstairs. That’s when I saw her. She was in her bed, eyes closed as if
she was asleep. But she wasn’t. I felt the blackness coming on before it hit...7The
blood...the blood was...so much blood.

“Then what happened, Sheriff?”” Agent Tims’ voice snapped me back to the
present.

“I’m sorry, what?” I asked.

“You said you entered Rachel Hart’s home a few hours ago and you found her in
the bed. Dead,” Agent Tims had on glasses and was peeking above them at me.

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Okay...so what happened next,” he said, checking his notes, “after you saw her
in the bed. What did you do?”

Why did I feel like I was being interrogated instead of just giving the information
from one officer to another?

“That’s when I called you,” I said, keeping my eyes on him.

“Thats good, Ben. You re doing exactly what you should be.” The voice was
inside me but not at the same time. I shook my head to get it out of my mind.

A few moments later a van and two cars pulled up outside Rachel’s house.

“Good. The other agents and forensics are here,” he nodded in my direction,
“Sheriff, as much as I hate to overstep local law enforcement, I am going to ask you to
step aside in this case but if we do need you, I’ll let you know.”

I nodded and watched as they went inside Rachel’s house. I 5 not odd, right? Not
letting me help is probably standard procedure when things are like this. But why did 1

feel like Agent Tims had a subtle blaming tone to his voice the whole time we were
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talking? My thoughts raced as I got in my car and drove back to my own house. I needed
sleep, at least a little.

Rachel was surprised to see me to say the least. She usually avoided me in town,
but I never understood why until the other night in the swamp with Daniel. So, she’d seen
what we did. I only wanted to talk to her. It was late but she still answered the door
quickly. Ben...what are you doing here? I just wanted to talk to you a minute, Rachel. 1
saw Daniel. He said you were supposed to meet him. That’s right, Ben, I was. So, why
didn t you show, Rachel? I did. He wasn t there, so I came back home. I tried calling him,
but he never answered. He didnt answer because he's dead, Rachel. I didn 't mean to just
come out and say it, but it was said now. What? What happened? I'm not sure, I said.

We 're investigating. She sat on the couch, and I sat across from her. As I looked at her,
the voice I kept hearing returned...Ben, it’s time. She must go, too. She knows too
much...Rachel, I need you to tell me about that night, the night Swamp Betty died; how
did you know what we did and why did you never tell? I was just leaving her house, Ben.
I heard her scream, so I ran in that direction. That's when I saw you and Daniel over her
body. I hid in a thick grove of trees and watched you carry her body away. I went home to
think, and later in the night, [ went back to her house...that'’s where I figured you took
her. I was going to see...see if she was okay. And then I’d decide what to do. She was
there but...it wasn t her. I can't explain it. Then this weird darkness came over me, and [
was hearing her speak to me asking me to keep everything a secret until the right time.
She kept coming to me in dreams for so long, so I eventually told Daniel because, well, [
liked him. He never liked me back but he was nice. Then for years, nothing happened,

until recently. She started coming to me in visions again, but it was different, scary, like
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she was after me somehow. When Daniel showed up so many years later wanting to meet
me to talk about this I got even more scared, so I didn't show up. Rachel finished talking
and all I could do was stare at her. Then the voice again...Ben, I said its time. She can’t
stay. Ben? You're not saying anything. Ben, you re scaring me, too. I don t think Rachel
knew what was coming. I didn t either, but I felt it before I did it. I felt the darkness fill me
before I reached for her. Her long hair was easy to use to drag her upstairs. Seeing the
horror in her eyes as she watched the claw-like nails grow on my hands. I took more time
with her because I could. I could see more of what I was doing this time, too. It was as if 1
was standing outside my body watching another me tear her skin, her throat, everything.
1 didn t want her to die quickly. Betty did, but I didn t. Betty didnt know what she created
this time. I stared into Rachel’s eyes as I placed my hand over the left side of her chest,
watching the light dim there as the burning of the tree into her soft flesh heightened my
excitement.

“I woke up to you banging on my door, Agent Tims, screaming something about
evidence of me being at all the crime scenes and you needed to talk™ I said, “that’s the
next thing I remember.”

“Bullshit, Abbott. That’s bullshit.”

I couldn’t hide the smirk this time, “Agent Tims, I have cooperated with
everything since you and the others arrived. I’ve allowed you to take over the
investigation of all three deaths. Why would I allow that if / was involved in those
deaths?”

“You’re the only connection, Abott. You’re the missing link with al/l these bodies.

Care to explain that?”
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“Yes,” I said calmly, “I’m the sheriff. Why wouldn t 1 be there at some point? Of
course, my fingerprints, maybe even my hair or DNA are going to be places others
wouldn’t. But I have no reason to hurt anyone. I want to know what happened just as
much as you.”

“Well, now it’s back in your hands, so you should be happy,” he said as he shoved
paperwork into his satchel, “for some reason my superiors have asked us to leave and
allow you to continue the investigation locally.”

I feigned surprise as I watched Agent Frank Tims slam the door to my office
behind him. I knew he wouldn’t be able to let this one go, but I also knew he would never
be able to accuse me of anything else. After all, I was the hick town sheriff so of course
I’d messed everything up, leaving my own fingerprints and DNA all over. Jake’s was
there, too, as was Doc’s. But he wouldn’t be able to let this go, not because of that, but
because of the other evidence at each scene. Evidence that came from an unknown source
he couldn’t identify, so when I called his superiors to say we needed someone else or just
to let me handle it myself, they were more than happy to accommodate. That year I spent
interning with the TBI during college had helped me more than I knew.

“Jake, bring me the files on Rachel, Doc, and Daniel, please,” I said into my
intercom, “We’re taking this back over. I’ll need your help on this.”

“Here you go, Sheriff, and just let me know the first thing I can do to help.”

“Jake, do you think you can get me whatever we have on Swamp Betty, too?”

“Sure, sir,” he began, “What do we need that for?”

“I’ve found out some things and I’'m wondering if there’s a connection there,” I

said, feeling the scratch of a clawed finger on my shoulder, “She died a long time ago,
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but I always wondered if there wasn’t something more.” Jake nodded and went off to the
file room.

“Ben, I do believe you were the right choice to keep my secrets, to keep my
urges, to keep me safe until the time comes again. Jake seems like a nice boy. We shall
keep him around, too, for a while. Now, let s rest for a bit. There will be more later. More
under the moonlight.” The voice grew quiet after that, for a long, long time. I was
walking in the swamp the other day, and I thought I heard it once again. I looked around
but only saw the same fallen tree that had been there all along. As I walked to it, brushing
my fingertips along the bark, I heard nothing, but deep in my chest an urge burned, and I

knew the time would come again...very soon.
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Sometimes the Devil is Real

“Samantha Jean,” she started, “Now, you know what is out in them woods. You
don’t need to be doing all this.”

I watched her as she rolled out the biscuit dough and used a drinking glass to cut
out each one, placing it in the hot cast iron skillet and then the oven so we could have the
traditional breakfast on the last day of our visits—homemade biscuits, red eye gravy,
ham, fried potatoes, and Folgers coffee.

“Mamaw, I’ll be fine. I’ve already been out there two weeks, and I’m halfway to
where I was going anyway. You don’t have to worry. I started this hike for Odina and I'm
going to finish it.”

She huffed and shoved the skillet in the oven. I knew that she understood what
this particular hike meant to me. Odina was my best friend ever since we met when her
family moved from North Carolina when we were both five. We’d hiked this route
together each year starting in college as part of our yearly “best friends’ trip” as we called
it. Earlier this year, she’d been on a solo hike around Clingman’s Dome when she’d
misjudged the stability of a snow-covered mountainside trail and slipped down the
incline. She was rescued but had succumbed to her injuries after just a few days. Odina
and her family were Cherokee, and the day of her funeral I promised myself that I was
still going to do this hike in her memory and because of her own belief of the sacred and
healing space that was Kuwabhi, the Cherokee name for the Dome. That was often her
reason for our annual hike—she always knew it would come at a time when that healing
moment on the mountain was needed. If I were to be honest with myself now, I needed

the healing from mourning Odina, too.
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Mamaw whipped around to face me, startling me out of my memories, wiped her
hands on her flour and grease-stained apron and made two fists, placing them on her hips
before choosing to shake a finger in my face instead.

“I don’t care, missy. I’ve done warned you all your life what is out there. I know
you want to do this for Odina, but you don’t need to be hiking them mountains when
you’re still in a mourning state. Your thinking ain’t gonna be right.”

I started to retort but she kept going, “And more to it, I’ve always told you stories.
Told you what me and your Papaw run into when we was out picking blackberries when
we was first married.”

I felt the corner of my mouth turn up at the memory of the blackberry story that
she’d told me so many times. She always used it to warn me about the dangers of the
woods. She and Papaw had been married about a year and they had gone out in the
spring to pick wild blackberries five miles or so back in the woods behind their house.
They were finishing up and turned to head back along the trail when she swore she saw a
hunched over figure wearing a hooded cloak standing just to the left of the trail, on the
opposite side of the creek. She said she always heard of witches and spirits who made the
mountains their home and would curse anyone who crossed them. She said they were all
throughout the woods. She would tell me this story every time I wanted to go out to the
woods to play or to pick blackberries myself as a warning, so I’d stay close to home.

Once I thought I saw the figure when I believed in such things. I was twelve and
had gone out to the woods without telling her. I was playing in the creek when I heard
leaves rustling on the rise a few feet away. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a shape that

moved quickly behind the trees. I stood up to get a closer look but didn’t see it again. I
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ran back to the house and told Mamaw what I’d seen. She said her warning again. If you
thought you heard something, no, you didn t. If you thought you saw something, it wasn t
there. Sometimes the devil is real, Samantha Jean. Sometimes he's real.

“I know, Mamaw, but I promise I am fine. I’ve got everything I need, and this
whole time, I’ve only seen some deer, elk, and one or two black bears a long way off. My
thinking has been just fine, too. I have to finish this.”

She sighed and shook her head. “Samantha Jean, I know you ain’t gonna listen to
me. You ain’t listened your whole life. But I just want you to be careful. You don’t know
what you’ll run into out there.”

After breakfast, I went to my old room to finish packing. As I reached for the last
zipper, I noticed something hanging from it. A small horseshoe keychain.

“I thought you could use it out there. This, too.”

Mamaw stood in the doorway with the leftover biscuits wrapped in foil, gesturing
toward my pack, and it dawned on me what she meant. She always told me a horseshoe
would ward of anything bad from spirits to bad luck. I took the biscuits and tucked them
into the top of my bag then reached to Mamaw for a goodbye hug.

“How about I stop back by when I’m driving back home, and I’1l tell you all the
stories from the trail?”

She smiled and reached around to hug me again, holding on just a little longer
than she usually did.

“Just promise you’ll be careful, sweet pea. Keep that horseshoe on you, and

remember what I always told you when you were little—"
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I smiled, finishing her sentence for her, “I know— ‘If I think I hear something, I
didn’t, and if I think I see something, it wasn’t there.” Best wisdom you ever gave me.”

She tapped me on the nose, “That’s my girl.”

I hoisted my pack onto my shoulders, kissed Mamaw on the cheek, and headed
out the back door towards the small single-track trail just behind the house that would
eventually connect me back to the Appalachian Trail. I glanced down at my watch and
noticed that it was already late morning. I’d hoped to make it to the Piney Bald shelter
before nightfall, but it was too late now. I pulled out my phone to see the other campsites
and shelters on the way so I could figure out where the best alternative spot would be to
camp. Rock Gap Shelter was around 13 miles away and Long Branch Shelter was closer
at maybe 10 miles. I knew they were two good feasible options and hadn’t seen any bear
warnings around either. When I reached the edge of the woods I turned back once more
knowing that Mamaw would be waiting to wave before I headed into the thick trees. She
was there, like always, and I raised a hand back to her as I heard her call once more to be
careful.

After around four hours I checked my map and saw I was almost to Albert
Mountain, meaning I was almost near the halfway point to Clingman’s Dome. I hiked
another two miles until I could see the fire tower just ahead. I looked up at the towering
structure, deciding to rest for a few minutes before making the climb up. I’d been atop the
tower many times on this long hike and shorter ones, but it was still a new experience

almost every time. Maybe I’d see some wildlife or see a little farther than normal since it

was a clear day today.
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Leaning against the base of the tower was another hiker’s pack almost identical to
mine—a basic REI branded pack, tan with dark blue stitching and clearly as worn as my
own. It was missing a zipper pull on the side pocket where on mine the horseshoe
keychain dangled. It was a popular spot, so I thought nothing of it and began the ascent
up the tower’s steps to the top, expecting to find the pack’s owner at the top enjoying the
views. I reached the platform a few minutes later but found that I was alone. No hiker or
even a ranger to be found. I shrugged it off as maybe they were back in the woods for
some reason.

I took out my phone to snap some photos. I was right—the sky was clear and the
mist that normally was a mainstay on the mountains was almost nonexistent. It was mid-
September so there weren’t any fall colors this far south just yet, but the view of the
sprawling landscape was breathtaking enough. I thought back to Mamaw’s stories and all
the stories I’d heard about the Appalachian Mountains and trails from her and the rest of
our family and friends in the area over the years. It hadn’t really hit me until just then
while I was standing there, looking at miles and miles and untouched wilderness—what if
there was some truth to them? I shuddered and shook off the thought of what could be out
there. I’d hiked through these woods a million times; nothing was out there I hadn’t
already seen. I also thought of how many times Odina and I had climbed up this same
tower, taking a selfie or two and commenting how we’d both changed over the years but
still the same two best friends. I smiled at the memories I still had of those times and
hoped I’d do them justice on this hike.

I climbed back down the steps. The pack was gone. I glanced down at my watch

to check the time. It was already almost 5 o’clock. I hadn’t realized I’d been at the fire
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tower that long. I guess time had gotten away from me while I was up there. There was
no way I’d make it to Rock Gap before it got dark, so I decided to reach the Long Branch
shelter so I could set up camp early to get a good night’s rest and then head back out early
in the morning.

A little over an hour later I arrived. Long Branch was a newer shelter, made from
cedar, with the typical three walls, and lifted off the ground to keep occupants dry. I'd
hoped there might be some other hikers setting up for the night, but there was no one. I
spent many nights alone on trails, so I wasn’t too bothered by it. I nestled my pack and
sleeping bag in a corner of the shelter and dug through to get my camp stove, cooking
pot, and food out. I pulled out the foil-wrapped biscuits from Mamaw since those needed
to be eaten sooner than later, some dehydrated eggs, and beef jerky. While I was cooking,
I felt the slightest drops of rain begin to come down. I finished the eggs and grabbed
everything to take back inside the shelter to eat. It began to pour within a few minutes.

Watching as the rain came down so hard I almost couldn’t see the white blazes on
the trees marking the trail, I thought I saw a figure moving along the trail from the same
way I had come but it appeared to stop some yards from the shelter. I couldn’t tell if it
was two-legged or four-legged because of the rain, but either way, I didn’t want to take
any chances.

“HELLO!”

No response. The figure didn’t move.

“HEY! HELLO!”

Still nothing.
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Maybe it was just my eyes playing tricks on me. Maybe I hadn’t really seen
anything at all. I closed my eyes, rubbing the bridge of my nose, and looked toward
where I’d seen the figure. Nothing. Maybe it had just been a deer. It hadn’t looked burly
enough to be a bear, but it also didn’t look like a deer either. It could have been a person,
but I couldn’t tell. Now it was gone. After another half hour, the rain slacked enough
where I could walk out of the shelter to hang my bear bag. I crossed the trail to find a
spot far enough away, tossed the weighted end of the rope over a branch high enough off
the ground, secured it, and made my way back to the shelter. The rain had stopped. As I
reached the front of the shelter, I noticed indentions in the mud. I followed them around
the side of the shelter where they stopped abruptly. I looked around, up, everywhere, but
couldn’t see who or what had made them. An uneasy feeling settling in the pit of my
stomach, I considered grabbing everything and getting the hell out of there, but it was
dark. I knew better than to try to hike anywhere in the dark, not to mention the
unpredictable weather of the area. I walked completely around the shelter and eyed the
roof and trees above me just to make sure I was still alone before stepping inside to my
sleeping bag. Nothing. That nothing still made for a restless and sleepless night waking
up to every sound the forest made.

The next morning, I found myself awake and alive, and I couldn’t get out of there
fast enough. The rain had cleared sometime in the night, but the early morning mist of the
Appalachians left me with just as uneasy a feeling of hiking as trying to trudge through
the rain did. I checked my bag and supplies, realizing I needed more water. There was a
creek close by, so I began making my trek to the water source. I climbed the small hill

back to the main trail after refilling my bottles. There were more indentions in the mud
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next to my own footprints. I hadn’t noticed these on the way down, but they had to have
been there. There was no one else around to make them. As I studied them, I felt the hair
raise on the back of my neck. Something wasn’t right. Something didn’t feel right.
Suddenly a whispered “Hey” from behind me. I turned around. Nothing. I looked on
either side of me. Still nothing. I hurried up the hill and despite the weight of the pack I
managed to make it back to the trail, almost barreling into two other hikers heading south
as I emerged.

“Ohmygosh, so sorry!” I exhaled in almost one jumbled word.

“You look like you were running from a wild animal. Is everything alright?” the
female hiker asked. Both she and the man with her looked to be around forty, close to my
age, and were clearly seasoned hikers from the way their worn packs and gear looked.
Her blonde hair crept out of a dark green cap embroidered with the white blaze
synonymous with the Appalachian Trail. She wore a blue and green plaid flannel over a
“Life is Good” shirt with black cargo pants tucked into her hiking boots. I recognized it
because I owned the same hat and shirt, both favorites to use when hiking. Even in her
surprise at our near collision, she was soft spoken, and I wondered if her voice was the
one I’d heard.

I managed to catch my breath in those few seconds and answered, “Yes, fine, fine.
I promise. I just thought...I thought I heard something down at the creek and it startled
me. I guess it was the two of you.”

But I knew it wasn’t them. There is no way it could’ve been them from where the

whisper came from behind me. But something in me also didn’t want to alarm them



101

because I wanted to believe it was all in my head. I hadn’t slept well, combined with the
disorienting atmosphere of the morning fog, could’ve caused me to imagine I’d heard it.

“Sorry about that. I’'m Mary and this is Jon. We are headed down to Springer
Mountain to finish off a hike from Newfound Gap. We do it every year. How about you?”

“Sam,” I said shaking their hands, “I’m headed to Clingman’s Dome. It’s my
yearly ritual.”

I hesitated and added that I was also hiking to remember a friend who’d done the
same hike with me often but this time it was in her memory. Inconsequential to these
hikers I’d just met, but somehow, I needed to remind myself why I was out here this time
and why I needed to finish.

Jon and Mary looked at me with sympathy, “That’s as good a reason as any. It’s a
good way to honor your friend.”

“Thanks. She loved these mountains and it’s only right, you know, that I do this
now, I think.”

They both smiled, and then Jon nodded and gestured his head in the direction of
the northbound trail, “Been a smooth hike so far for us. Moving faster than normal until
last nights’ rainstorm.”

I nodded, “I managed to get to the shelter just in time and was glad I didn’t get
caught in it.”

Mary glanced at her watch, “We’d better get going. Good luck on the rest of your
hike!”

I thanked them and watched as they disappeared the southbound part of the trail,

thinking how I was a little glad I’d run into someone in case something happened to me
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out here. I couldn’t get the thought out of my mind that something was just off since
leaving Mamaw’s, but I shook it off, determined to see this through for Odina. I turned
and began to head toward Wallace Gap where at least I would be out of the deep part of
the woods for a moment. There was a small campground off the road that ran through the
area, so I hoped there would be people. According to my map and GPS it was about five
miles away. Only a couple more hours, I can do this, I told myself.

I was grateful the hike to Wallace Gap was uneventful other than a few deer who
bounded across the trail every so often. I hadn’t run into any other hikers, but that was
normal. As I headed off the trail and onto the backroad that led to the campground, I
pulled out my phone to see if | had a signal. I wanted to call Mamaw just to let her know
I’d made it to the next shelter and that [ was on my way north. It surprised me when as I
started to hit call next to her name, she was already calling me.

“Hey, Mamaw.”

“Sam, oh honey, I’'m so glad I was able to get you!”

Her voice was shaky and she let out a sigh of relief at hearing my voice.

“What do you mean? What’s wrong?”

“I had heard on the news last night about a couple of missing hikers on the trail
close to where I knew you’d be, and I’ve worried myself to death because I knew you
were out there and I couldn’t get ahold of you and I was afraid you were hurt or lost and I
know you’re going to tell me you’re fine, but I was just worried, sweet pea.”

“I’m fine. I made it to Wallace Gap just a minute ago and was about to call. What
did you say about some missing hikers?” I knew the Appalachian Trail and its offshoots

were notorious for missing hikers and even some hiker deaths just like Odina’s, but I
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hadn’t heard anything about any before I left. Then again, they could’ve also gone
missing yesterday while I’d been out of a service area on the trail.

“Well, they said on the TV that two hikers had left Newfound Gap southbound
and were last seen around the fire tower on Albert Mountain.”

Goosebumps covered my arms and the tiny hairs on my neck stood straight up. I
zoned out for a moment at that thought and missed the rest of what she said but caught
the last few words.

“What did you say their names were?”

“Mary and Jon Laken is what the news said. Seemed like a nice couple from their
pictures.”

I froze. “Mary and Jon?” There were lots of Marys and Jons. Common names. I
was sure it was someone else.

“That’s what the news said. They were about your age, too, from the looks of'it.
You just be careful out there, Samantha Jean. I know you know what you’re doing but
there’s bad things and bad folks and things happen, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be careful,” I paused. “I love you, Mamaw. Thanks for always
checking on me.”

“Love you, too, sweet pea.”

I hung up and looked around me. I saw the arrows pointing to the campground
and headed up that way. Maybe someone had some more information on the two missing
hikers. I saw a ranger truck parked next to the trail map sign. If I could find the ranger, I

could ask about Mary and Jon. Just then, a younger man dressed in hiking clothes
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emerged from behind the sing. He had on an armband identifying him as a ranger. I
hurried up to him.

“Excuse me. I heard that some hikers had gone missing on the trail recently. Can
you tell me about them? I may have seen them.”

“Yes, ma’am. A Mary and Jon Laken went missing about four days ago as they
headed southbound. The last known location was Albert Mountain fire tower. Mary had
posted a photo from there on her Instagram. They were supposed to arrive at Deep Gap
yesterday to meet a friend who was bringing them the last few supplies they needed to get
to Springer Mountain.”

“Four days?”

“Yes, ma’am. Four days ago.”

“But I saw them this morning leaving the Long Branch area. I talked to them for a
minute before they headed south. I mean it could’ve been two more hikers but they told
me their names were Mary and Jon.”

He looked at me, slightly puzzled, and said, “I guess they could’ve backtracked
that far but I can’t see why. You sure it was them you saw?” He held up his phone so I
could see a split photo of the couple. The green hat with the white blaze was the first
thing that leapt out from the photo.

“It was them. I recognize her. She was wearing the same hat and clothes as in this
photo.” I handed his phone back. “It has to be them.”

He thought for a moment. “Ok, I appreciate this. I’ll radio my boss and let him

know so we can reroute some of the searchers.”



105

I thanked him and turned to head back toward the trail. The next shelter was still a
good seven miles away. I heard the ranger calling out on the radio, a mix of voices and
static, but I was too far away to hear what was said. Just as I was about to enter the
trailhead again, the ranger called out to me.

“Hey! Miss!” I turned around and saw he was jogging toward me. “Miss, you’re
absolutely sure you saw these two this morning?”

“Yeah, talked to them and everything.” There were the goosebumps again.
“Why?”

“Ma’am, I just got off the radio with my boss. They found Mary and Jon just
below the fire tower and there’s no way you saw them this morning.”

I knew but I asked anyway. “What do you mean?”

“They found their bodies, ma’am. They think they’ve been there for the four days
they’ve been missing based on the conditions of the bodies.”

The goosebumps and standing hair on my neck that had seemingly become
permanent fixtures on this hike returned.

“What happened to them?”

“They’re not sure yet. But my boss said the bodies weren’t in good shape. He
didn’t say much more.”

My voice caught in my throat. This was not possible. I’d seen them this morning.
I shook their hands. I talked to them.

“Oh,” I said, hearing my voice come out as a hoarse whisper, distant, as if it

wasn’t my own.
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“Yes, ma’am,” he hesitated a moment before continuing. “Listen, you be careful
out there alone, okay? Where are you headed to?”

“Clingman’s Dome. Piney Bald shelter tonight though.”

“Ok, then. What’s your name?”

“Sam...Samantha Thomas.”

“Be careful, Sam. The woods and the mountains play tricks on us sometimes.
Good luck.”

I thanked him and turned toward the trail again. His words echoed along with
Mamaw’s persistent warnings. The images of Mary and Jon flashing with them through
my mind. The woods and mountains play tricks on us sometimes. If you thought you
heard something, no, you didn t. If you thought you saw something, it wasn t there. The
dark figure I saw in the rain. The barely there whisper at the creek. No. There is nothing
odd going on. I will finish this hike because I must finish this hike. It’s my last way to
remember Odina and the only way I'm ever going to be able to heal from losing her. If
she’d been here with me, she’d laugh and tell me I was being ridiculous, that nothing out
here would bother me if I respected nature with every movement. Thinking of the hikes
we’d had together, I rolled my eyes at my own hesitations, but to be safe, hastened my
pace. Piney Bald was still a little way away and I needed to make it there before night
came.

The seven miles to Piney Bald were unnerving in their entirety. The fog from the
morning seemed to return making visibility nonexistent except for the immediate fifty or
so feet on either side of me as I continued north on the trail. I was thankful when I made

it to the few highways and service roads the trail connected with in this area. Not being
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able to see through the fog into the wooded areas made me hyperaware of leaves rustling
and branches snapping. I knew it was likely nothing more than an animal of some sort or
maybe even another hiker that couldn’t see me, but I could not shake the feeling that
something wasn’t right. Not to mention the feeling that the fog seemed to get thicker the
closer I got to Piney Bald. If I could just get to the summit and then the shelter, I’d be
okay. The summit was an open field where even in the fog, my view wouldn’t be
obstructed by trees. I could see any animal or human around me. After an eternity, |
emerged from the trail and saw I had made it to Piney Bald. The sun was beginning to
set, and the fog had lifted a little by then.

As I 'looked out over the vast field that was the top of Piney Bald, I noticed a few
deer in the distance, maybe 100 yards or so across the top of the mountain from me. I
watched them for a few moments as they grazed in the sunset. It was peaceful and almost
made me forget why I had made it to this spot in what was probably my fastest hike in
years. But it crept back in like a spider moving towards prey caught in its web. The
woods and mountains play tricks on us sometimes. If you thought you saw something, it
wasn t there. If you thought you heard something, no, you didn t. The deer turned their
heads and ears up. They heard something; something I couldn’t yet hear. They bolted into
the woods on the other side of the field. I stood up, trying to ascertain what had startled
them. Nothing. Nature had gone eerily still and quiet. There was no breeze, no rustling of
grass or leaves, no birds, no insects. I heard a low grumbling to my right. I slowly turned
and saw what had startled the deer. A black bear lumbered in the distance. It wouldn’t
have hurt the deer normally, but something looked off about this one. I slowly stood. It

hadn’t seen me, but I was sure it could smell me. I began to back away toward the trail so
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I could make it to the shelter. Just as I reached the tree line, the bear turned to face my
direction and began moving toward me. I stopped, making myself appear as large as I
could and began yelling. It stopped less than 50 feet from me. It was an older bear with a
scarred face from a few fights with either other bears or big cats that roamed in the
mountains here. I noticed it was missing part of its right ear. Suddenly it gave a growl and
turned to go in the direction where I first saw it. Letting out the breath I’d been holding, I
made sure it was well in the distance before turning my back and heading down the trail
to the shelter.

The shelter was no more than an old wooden lean-to with a tin roof and a blue
tarp for one of the three walls. But it was better than my tent, and it at least offered me a
view of the trail so I could see any other hikers or wildlife or anything else. With the bear
out there, I didn’t want to cook so I settled for a meal of beef jerky and dried fruit. After
hanging my bear bag once again, I settled in for the night, hoping I could get some sleep.
I was running a little behind where I wanted to be at this point in the trip, so I wanted to
make up some ground tomorrow since some of the trail would be a little less strenuous.

A loud snap and rustling jolted me awake. I sat up and my eyes adjusted to the
darkness. I didn’t see anything and grabbed my flashlight. I moved it around the trees in
front of me and inside the shelter, too. Nothing. I touched the button on my watch to
illuminate the time. 3:30 am. More rustling and some twigs snapping. I pulled my pack
over to me and dug in it for my only weapon, a small but sharp knife I carried on all my
hikes. Suddenly I heard a loud growl outside the shelter. The bear. It was back I gripped
the flashlight and knife, not knowing what I’d do if it came at me now. More growls and

then a whine and whimper. Thud. More rustling and twigs snapping, this time sounding
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as if they were headed away from the shelter to the south. I moved the flashlight toward
where I had heard the last sounds. Still nothing. But then I saw a dark shape move
between the trees. It was almost formless, but I could make out what appeared to be arms
and two long legs. The rest was shrouded in darkness. I yelled out to let it know someone
was there. Everything stilled as it had earlier in the field on Piney Bald. I made myself
small inside the corner of the shelter, silently praying whatever it was would stay away. I
tried to stay awake, afraid if I feel asleep I’d awaken to some larger animal or worse, a
deranged psychopath, standing over me and that would be that. But my eyes and body
betrayed me and I drifted away, not noticing the hooded figure that loomed just outside
the shelter.

I must have turned off my alarm in the commotion of the early morning hours
because the next time I woke up, it was almost eleven am. Fuck. I was even more behind
than I needed to be. There was no way I’d make it the 16 miles that I needed to go. I
pulled out my GPS to find a campsite since I knew I wouldn’t make it to the next shelter
in time. I noticed a bed symbol about 10 miles away, just past Burningtown Gap. It was a
lodge for hikers. I knew that I’d need to see if I could get ahold of them, so I pulled out
my phone to see if I had any service at all. One tiny bar showed at the top of the screen. I
knew I might have better luck if I walked back out to Piney Bald, so I packed up and
backtracked less than a tenth of a mile to the open field. There was still only one tiny bar,
but I might be able to get through. I checked the GPS again, and it listed a number. On
the third ring, a woman answered.

“Burning Mountain Lodge,” a small, tinny sounding voice said.
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“Yes, I’'m going to be hiking through the area and needed a place to stay tonight.
Do you have a bed open?”

Rustling of papers from the other end of the line came through the speaker where
I assumed the woman was looking through her register.

“You’re in luck. Just the one left. Name?”

“Samantha Thomas. My permit number is 54031.”

“Got you down. Do you know what time you’ll be arriving? Just so I can make
sure to have some dinner ready for you if you’d like.”

“I’m hoping around six or so. I’'m at Piney Bald, so I shouldn’t be longer than
that.”

“Alright then. We eat about seven, so I’ll make sure you’ve got a plate in case
you’re late.”

I turned back to the woods to get on the main trail and continued north. After I’d
gone a couple of miles a putrid stench suddenly invaded my nostrils. Something was
dead, and it smelled like it had been dead for days. I untied the bandana on my pack and
covered my nose and mouth. As I approached a stream crossing, [ saw what was
emanating the smell. Across the trail with its head in the stream was the black bear. I
stopped, thinking back to the growling and then whimper and thud I’d heard outside the
shelter. It couldn’t have been this bear; it was too far away. I was at least two miles from
the shelter here. I slowly approached the carcass and looked around to where its head lay
in the stream. Old battle scars and a missing ear. This was the same bear I saw yesterday.
Its neck had been snapped. No blood, no gunshot, no arrow wound. There is no way it

could have this much of a rotting smell coming from it in only one night. It was only then
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I noticed the silence. No birds, no insects chirping, no rustling of leaves. I could hear the
stream and that was all. I looked forward to the north part of the trail then behind me at
the south bound part then back to the bear. The smell of rotting flesh seemed to get
stronger as I simultaneously heard a branch snap and a thud on the ground behind me. I
didn’t want to turn and see what it was. But I also knew I had seen it before. The figure in
the woods. Mary and Jon. The whisper on the wind by the creek. If you thought you heard
something, no, you didn t. If you thought you saw something, it wasn t there. 1 knew it
was too late. I’d looked right at it and spoken to it days ago. It was too late. Mamaw’s
words echoed in my mind as I turned to put an image with the overpowering smell that
now covered every inch of the air around me. A hunched over hooded figure stood
blocking the southbound trail and then straightened to an unnatural height with
grotesquely long legs and arms. It raised a clawed hand and shook a finger in my
direction as if to say, “You should’ve listened.”

Out of pure terror, I turned and ran all the time hearing the pursuit of the creature
behind me. I ran off the trail, hoping I could make it into a thick enough wooded area that
I could hide from it. The woods became thicker and thicker as I ran through them. I
tripped over rocks and roots covered by the leaves for what seemed like miles. I could
still hear this thing behind me. Then I was out of the woods in a clearing at a trail
crossing, and suddenly I couldn’t hear anything around me except for birds chirping and
the wind blowing in the trees. I’d outrun it. Or maybe it had given up, found better prey. I
was breathless from sprinting through the woods, collapsing against the stump of a long
dead tree. I saw what looked like a creek in the distance and walked toward it, hoping the

water ran clean so I could douse my face in it without worry. It was clear, so I reached



112

down to splash some on my face. I thought for a moment about Odina and the last hike
we’d taken together. We’d stopped at a similar creek, and she told me about how the
creeks can hold the secrets of the mountains, good and bad. Relishing the cool mountain
water and thinking about making it to the lodge for an actual bed tonight before
continuing on the last section to where I could heal everything that hurt from losing my
best friend, from going on this cursed hike, from life itself, I heard a twig snap behind
me. Before I could turn, the quiet came again, the only words left echoing in my
mind...The woods and mountains play tricks on us sometimes.

I could almost smell the biscuits as I watched the house from my spot just inside the edge
of the woods. It had been a week since I’d seen her last. I wanted to run over to her. But I
couldn’t. I watched as the young ranger got back in his truck after telling her they’d
searched all around the trail between Piney Bald and Burning Mountain Lodge and the
trail between her house and Piney Bald. The only thing they’d found was a small
horseshoe keychain still attached to a dark blue zipper. They’d found it at the base of the
fire tower. I’d heard the lady at the lodge call the ranger station after I didn’t show up
there by the morning. She was worried something had happened to me like it had
happened to Mary and Jon. She had met them, too. They stayed over on their way south. I
watched as the young ranger and others searched the woods, the trails, the crevasses all
through the area. Once he looked over, right at me. But he didn’t see me. | made my way
back to the creek and the woods behind Mamaw’s house after that. I knew she’d be able
to see me. She walked out the back door and looked toward the woods. I stepped out
from behind the tree, hoping she’d see me. I couldn’t go any closer. I saw her move her

head as she scanned the woods one last time, coming to rest directly across from where I



113

was standing. I saw her stiffen and then watched as she grabbed the porch rail to steady
herself realizing exactly what she was seeing. I could see the tears start to fall from her
eyes as she stared at me, then I heard her voice, but only in my head. You didn t listen,
Samantha Jean. You heard it, kept going. Saw it, kept going. Then spoke to it. I'm sorry.
I’'m going to miss you something awful, sweet pea. 1 watched her go back into the house
for the last time, stopping for just a moment to hang something on a nail outside the door.
The horseshoe keychain she’d given me. I took the hood of the dark cloak I now wore
and covered my head, the words I’d heard and ignored, the words that would haunt me as
I now haunt the woods...Sometimes the devil is real, Samantha Jean. Sometimes he is

real and you can 't escape
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Renewal

The tree lay sprawled like a spider across the peat moss, its spindly branches
dipping into the dark water beneath. It had served its purpose for many, many years. A
cottonmouth slithered between the fingers of each branch, gliding as though its time
wasn’t running out, too. It had taken, it had given. But it was time for something else
now. She walked over to where the roots upended to the sky. The red sap staining the hem
of her dress as the water soaked through slowly. Taking the smallest piece of the root and
placing the dripping piece in her bag, she brushed her hand against the trunk. The
cottonmouth watched her, thinking she didn’t see it, waiting to strike. But she was faster,
her hatchet slicing through the glistening scales. This would help, too. She began to walk
away, taking one last, loving look at the gray barked life that was no more. It had served
its purpose. Its story was finished, but as she felt the sticky root in her pocket, the slick
head of the cottonmouth, the sharpness of its fangs. The tree had fallen, but her story was

just beginning.
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