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To Natalia.

For encouraging, for believing, for understanding, for giving light to it all.








TAPE I
FUNERAL WATCHING




But there is your tired Abrahamic view. Jesus and the swine. Wicked angels tumbling from heaven. The Bible is no place to look for demons. The church knows of them like a child knows, peeking from under its blanket. You may find demons with the small light in a child’s room, but not with the light of any Christ.

—ROGER EILERTSEN, PROOF OF DEMONS









CHAPTER ONE


Jorie

The package fills half the mailbox. Before Jorie even touches it, before she hears the rattle of the spools inside the plastic housing, some part of her knows it’s a VHS tape. The shape of it, the corners sharp beneath the padding. Her mind has its own muscle memory.

She slides the envelope out, the thick yellow paper stark among the bills and a red-stamped collection notice. For a full minute, she stands in her gravel driveway by High Rock Road, in the lowering chilled dusk, and stares at the western edge of her little Vermont acre. The knitted quilt of it all. The bleached bone trunks of the paper birches, green crowns turning buttery in September. The maples ruddy, blushing behind them.

Personal mail is rare for Jorie up here. Her life is small now, filled with earnest words instead of creeping images. There is not a single videocassette inside her home. A few of her editing clients have sent her things in the mail, retirees who want to be authors the way it was done when they were young and their dreams were only glimmers. Jorie remembers the ink smudging under her fingers on one of the home-printed manuscripts.

Most of that is digital these days, zipped Scrivener files, Word docs. When she has clients.

This has nothing to do with her freelance work, she feels it at once. Jorie hears the faint clicking when she shakes the package. She held hundreds of VHS tapes in her past life, she knows the weight and the percussion they make.

The mailbox door scrapes its lip as she closes it.

It’s almost warm inside her house. She hangs her jacket on the back of the chair at the table, sets the mail down, and listens to the silence. Her son is with his cousins for the weekend because she has a manuscript to finish editing and an author to invoice. This memoir has made her so tired. The traumas in it weigh so much they’ve almost become her own.

Jorie glances down at the yellow envelope. She imagines what is waiting inside, imagines not opening it. Her client’s book is the kind of story she wants to live in now. It’s not made up, it tells the world about real things that happened to a real person. The monster is human, and best of all, a soft and bright thread of hope is woven through the ending.

She sits down and places her hands on her computer. She slides her hips across the seat until she finds the comfortable broken-in spot. Her office is a dining nook in the corner of the house, tucked between the kitchen and what Oli calls the den, a residue of when they moved in last year and he pretended for weeks that he was part-wolf.

“A sad wolf, Mom,” he told her once, and she still hasn’t gotten all the way over that. She’s still a sad wolf mom herself, whenever she catches him sitting on his bed, wishing his father would call.

Without Oli here, she doesn’t have to listen to him murmuring to Agatha, the Victorian doll he found in the attic a few months ago. Agatha is the closest thing to a horror film allowed in the house, Oli’s voice filling the rooms in spite of—or because of—how softly he speaks to the doll. Worse, he likes to tap Agatha’s faded porcelain face against everything in his bedroom in some secret code.

She misses the two of them already.

It’s the end of a month without any shifts at the market, and she can’t decide if she’s happy about going back next week. Stocking shelves and scanning barcodes and feeling like a struggling single mom in a movie, even if thirty-eight is too old for the role. She’s okay with making ends meet in a grocery store, but she only glances at other people’s stories there.

One day she hopes to make all her money right from this nook, this table. She gets to dig into stories here. They get under her fingernails. She bends their frames so that the blood soaks into the words in beautiful, sharper ways.

It suits her quiet, hidden life.

Vermont does, too. She loves the cathedral light that pours in around the table on certain clear afternoons, slanting toward winter as the mountains reach up to drag the sun behind them, earlier every day. The angle this time of year, the light feels thick as honey. She seems most like her real self, what’s left of it that she still wants, when she is held in it.

The spare room has her grandmother’s big pine desk and the vintage filing cabinet, but it doesn’t have the paper birches outside the window. Here in the nook, Jorie can lift her eyes from the laptop and get lost in the tree line.

She should be pulling up the final chapters in her author’s sad story. Instead she turns the yellow envelope over. J STROUD is printed in rough black marker. There is no return address, just a postmark from Arden, North Carolina.

The first small bell of recognition goes off in her mind.

The black tape slides out onto the table when she tears the envelope open. It shows its age, scuffs and a chipped corner. FUNERAL WATCHING fills the white label across the spine in faded print, as though it has stood on a shelf in years of its own cathedral sun.

Who is left to think she would want something called Funeral Watching, tucked out here in her rural pocket? Ten-plus years are supposed to add up to a new start, with room to spare. She hasn’t traded obscure horror movies since Hannah Kim, before Oli, a lifetime before Vermont.

Jorie vanished from the scene, from the entire internet. Her connections, her film production and book deal, the screenplay she sold, her agent, the October Film Haunt brand, the two hundred thousand followers scattered across social media—everything drained out of her life a long time ago. She hasn’t so much as watched a trailer for a scary movie since.

Much harder to answer: Who would know where she lives now?

Here is the second bell, a faint dark ring in her thoughts. Muffled inside the old excitement.

It’s second nature to assume a horror film is on this tape, one she’s never heard of, and the title’s unfamiliarity exposes the phantom limb, a gap in her knowledge that begins to itch again. You have to check this out, Colin says from a warmer past where the sun set later in the day.

She misses Colin first because he’s been dead for almost nine years, then Beth because Jorie’s been dead to her even longer. She misses the late nights watching Mulholland Drive and Proboscis and A Nightmare on Elm Street and the only thing to do the next day was serve coffee for seven hours. Colin holding up a bootleg VHS. This one’s by Orrin Grey, before he did Campbell’s Incarnate. It took me ages to find it.

She misses their film haunts, too. Staying up until dawn with the two of them in places where movie magic happened, absorbing the whispers of fiction and wishing they were real. For that alone, she feels something like hate for the person who sent this tape.

With the empty house to herself, and the itch, she unearths the VHS/DVD player in the utility closet and thanks her neurotic past self for hoarding the machine, lugging it all the way up here with the RCA cable taped to it. She curses that past self, too, but five minutes later she’s sliding the tape into the player in her son’s old wolf den and sitting down with the grimy remote.

Tracking lines scroll on the TV screen, a moment of distortion and muddy warping that still feels like home to Jorie, and before the picture clears she recognizes what she’s watching. The trees filling the top right corner of the shot, the people facing the bottom left, the swath of green lawn between.

It’s Pinewood Cemetery, in North Carolina, where a scene near the beginning of Hélène Enriquez’s Proof of Demons was filmed. The site of their last film haunt.

Where a girl named Hannah Kim would later die instead of finishing high school.

All the heat in Jorie seems to rise to her face. She feels a nostalgia that is almost nausea. The hundreds of hours she spent thinking and talking and writing about Proof of Demons and its mysterious director. The night she visited this very graveyard with Colin and Beth. For a moment she’s twenty-seven again, her little Oliver a distant mote in a life she never would have lived if they’d chosen a different film that year.

The images stabilize as well as they can. Proof of Demons was made and released long after the VHS era, but here it seems to have been rendered with analog effects, as though it’s pretending to be a low-budget production from the 1980s. The colors are saturated. She can’t quite tell where the digital transference ends and the original medium begins.

A static shot unravels itself slowly, dark-clothed mourners at a funeral, someone delivering a eulogy off-screen in a voice that has been muddled just beyond comprehension. A woman holds a black cloth to her eyes before hunching forward, in grief, just as Jorie remembers from the thirty or forty times she saw her do it, when watching a movie for the thirtieth or fortieth time was the best kind of homework.

But she begins to feel real excitement as she realizes this is some sort of extended scene. More than the famous six minutes have passed, the unmoving camera marking the first of the peculiar segments that supposedly form a ritual opening the door to hell. The iconic Pine Arch Creature should have come out of the trees by now, from under the boughs fans named it after. She waits for it, feeling the anticipation draw a chill up her back, and starts noticing other differences. Her hand creeps up to cover her mouth.

The trees aren’t pines, they’re paper birches, bright trunks like quills in the earth. There are no limbs to stretch across into an arch, their foliage is cut off by the frame, but in the background there’s the suggestion of green that hasn’t begun to rust yet. She sees dead leaves scattered across the band of grass, not pine needles. The tenor of the light is different, too, lower and closer to sunset, more able to be poured into a glass.

These are details her mind only plugs in now because it has insisted on seeing the original scene, darkening the bark of the trees, needling their crowns, moving the late-day sun south, where it would roll slower across the sky above the graves. But these trees are etched in her mind for a more recent reason.

This was filmed in Vermont. Jorie thinks a few stands of white birches may grow high in the Smoky Mountains in Tennessee, or the Blue Ridge, but never down at this elevation in the South. She nearly turns to look through the picture window above her nook, across her own swath of lawn. The paper birch is a beautiful tree, and she never saw one until she moved up here.

With nearly eight minutes on the VCR’s counter, two huge, skinny shapes emerge from the birches on the TV screen, and her thoughts of the trees behind her are gone. In a scene soaked in too much of the color scale, the creatures are desaturated lumps. The smudged figures move, hunched over, elastic and arrhythmic, quietly toward the mourners. They look identical to the thing from the original Proof of Demons, strangely difficult to see and even more inscrutable in the VHS haze, their torsos seeming to open up half like curtains, half like ink spreading in water.

But there shouldn’t be two of them.

The first of the blurred things crosses the lawn and reaches its misshapen arms toward a child, and the scene cuts to a scrolling lull of greenish static with no sound. Jorie’s heart is pounding. Her first thought is to call Beth, and to wish she could call Colin. She’ll wonder who sent her the tape later. She’ll let the scab of guilt break open in just a moment. Whatever this is, it’s brought back the old skin-crawling tingle of why she loved horror movies so much for so long.

Beth hasn’t spoken to her in a decade. Jorie’s phone is on the table by her laptop, under the window with its view of the birches, and she’s still deciding whether to go get it when she lifts the remote and presses rewind instead. Even the wasp whine of the VCR ejecting the tape rolls back the years. It’s one of those old late nights again, Colin bursting into giddy commentary the second the credits are rolling.

But her phone chirps, saving her from the memories. She goes to it and smiles when Oli’s face fills her screen. The text is from her cousin, Sam. Sonic the Hedgehog viewing #37 before bed, under a photo of Oli stretching his mouth into a grimace with finger hooks. Samantha’s twins are in the background trying to copy him.

Getting close to Sam has been the best thing about moving up here, more life-affirming than all the gorgeous foliage and more comforting than every cozy woolen pair of socks she’s splurged on for her and Oli. She and Sam didn’t see each other much as kids, and even if Jorie had other friends in this miniature life, the two of them would have clicked.

The text is exactly what Jorie needed. Better you than me, she types back, tell the little rodent I love him. And the twins. And you. Thank you.



When she wakes just past two A.M., cold rain is pattering on her bedroom window. Her heart is trying to catch up from a skipped beat, and she wonders if she has dreamed of the figures from the videotape creeping out of the trees. She pictures them approaching the house—are their skins glossy in the rain, or do they remain an obscured matte darkness?

This tendency to pretend horrors in the middle of the night is almost atavistic in her, stretching back to childhood stories she made up to scare herself under the covers. The vampire in the glow of the streetlamp, the thing bracing itself just below the foot of the bed. Some presence behind her where her eyes couldn’t go. She’s never been able to turn it all the way off. For most of her life, she didn’t want to.

Oli thumps his bedroom wall, turning over in his sleep.

Of course the tape has brought Hannah Kim back into Jorie’s mind. The death threats tapered off sometime in 2015, but someone could have tracked her down, someone who can’t let go. She pictures Hannah’s broken father, and the dead eyes of Hannah’s mother staring into TV cameras. Anyone seeing those faces would want Jorie to hurt.

She hasn’t thought of them in months, at least not on the surface of her mind. All the images and articles she once forced herself to stare at have been fading slowly over time, finally reaching a place where that long year is more scar tissue than open wound. Now she thinks of Hannah’s school photo that hung in the corner of news reports before and during the trial. Teen Ritual Slaying. ‘Pine Arch’ Trial Continues. Occult Film Creator Unknown. Popular Horror Website Under Fire.

Close behind Hannah is Colin, the shy live wire of the October Film Haunt. He would have ended up a brilliant writer with a fan base following him into strange shadows, but he was hit even harder by the guilt of what came out of those North Carolina woods with them.

Some nights, there’s the thought that she killed him, too. And what that did to Beth, who had more empathy than anyone Jorie ever knew, who loved stray dogs intensely and horror movies almost as much. She’s had thousands of nights to relive it all, some of them can’t help but reach this level of bleak.

Like so many bad things, the October Film Haunt began with love. There was no other ingredient, least of all expectation. Jorie met Beth, they met Colin, soon they had the idea to visit the filming locations of cult horror movies. They wanted to capture the essence of the art form they cherished, and hopefully pick up some of the lingering spirit of the casts and crews, like ectoplasm at a séance. Write it all down. Transfer that love to others like them. There was something almost paranormal about it.

Their blog posts and social media clips resonated. They were just a blog with a modest following for a while, with more passion and insight and savvy than most. But after Guillermo del Toro tweeted about them and Jamie Lee Curtis was photographed dozens of times wearing an October Film Haunt shirt under a blazer, Jorie and Beth and Colin were suddenly everywhere. The spotlight snapped on with all its oily heat, social media management became a full-time job, and they were somehow tastemakers.

BuzzFeed even did a piece on future film haunt suggestions. Colin scoffed at nearly the whole list.

All three of them were going places, especially after the final haunt went viral. Jorie optioned her script Dead People’s Things, it had a director attached, the holy green light. Her book about found-footage horror films had sold on proposal, the advance money two years of what she made at the old coffee shop in Atlanta. She was ascendant.

Beth’s film agent had strong feelers out, too. Colin finally started a novel. All three of them were getting writer and producer credits on the Proof of Demons/ October Film Haunt documentary. They were signing deals and creating content that wasn’t disposable, that would be talked about. They had so much road ahead of them, until Jorie—

An elbow or knee bumps against the wall in Oli’s room again, the comforting sound she’s used to from his restless sleeping body. A series of soft, solid knocks follow it, Oli tapping Agatha’s face against his headboard. These are less comforting, since Agatha is usually quiet after bedtime. Jorie waits to hear his sleepy voice mumbling to the doll.

And she comes fully awake now because Oli is with his cousins tonight.

The window is a smear of rain. The alarm clock bleeds red onto the bookshelf near the bed. She sees the dim outline of herself under the blanket, the September cold that seeps into her grandparents’ house—her house, she still has to remind herself, ever since Gram’s will cleared probate—trying to find its way into the cocoon she’s made.

These bleary images are all that surround her in the dark room, in the resonance of that thump on the wall. It sounded so much like her son.

As so many have done in her favorite films, Jorie slides out of bed to investigate. The floorboards creak under her socks, the cold breath of the house wraps around her. She almost shivers. She can check Oli’s room or wait for quiet to fill the world back up, but she won’t let herself call out, Hello? At the doorway her resolve falters, on a hinge, but she pushes forward to the hall light switch, and stands in the cone of light that wedges into his small bedroom.

The sheets are a swirl on the mattress only because neither of them made his bed. Nothing is crouching at the headboard against the wall. The wad of Oli’s unicorn comforter isn’t shaped like something hiding from her. There’s no Agatha to stare glass-eyed across the room at her.

But Oli’s window is open. She can’t say for sure if it was closed earlier.

She sees only herself inside the mirror that hangs on his open closet door. Her eyes are black in the faint light reaching her reflection. She flips the light back off and watches her ghost for a moment. There’s a part of her that savors the rough hum of adrenaline in her blood, the trip of her heart.

It’s that same part of her, maybe, young Jorie, that imagines someone standing beside the mirror, inside the mouth of the closet doorway. A pale blurred face stretched and making the shapes of frantic words, round eyes, the suggestions of clothes and arms in the shadows. It’s pleading with her. She starts whispering, “Bloody Mary,” and it’s gone by the second incantation. The glimpse was as insubstantial as a projected spirit in an old silent film, like Dreyer’s Vampyr, the kind of effect that looks primitive but is all the more entrancing for its low-res aesthetics.

She closes Oli’s window, then the adrenaline forces her into the kitchen, where she weighs making coffee and editing another chapter against reading until she fades back toward sleep. Instead she turns the TV on in the living room and pushes the Funeral Watching tape back into the VCR.

When the creatures have come out of the trees, and static eats the scene, she leaves it running and fetches her laptop. She finds Proof of Demons on Wikipedia and reads the bare-bones plot summary, with all the nuance stripped away, not to refresh her memory but to refresh a previous self that would have wanted this tape in the mail. Before the hyperlinks Controversy and Kim death and trial were needed down the list from Plot.

The movie plays fast-forwarded in Jorie’s head as she reads, nearly all the strange visuals intact after a decade of avoidance, its particular atmosphere still within the reach of her mind. From the opening shot of the naked people crawling across a ceiling like spiders, to the end, the hole opening above the floor of the crypt, the eye rolling within the hole to find the audience, it’s still with her.

She remembers late-night arguments about the four Transfigurations, and she can almost smell the cigarette smoke that clouded living rooms and diner parking lots. The three of them agreed that the film resisted a complete understanding, but that the mathematical arrangement of the weird six-minute shots formed a would-be occult ritual. The repeated incantation of “I belong” and “You belong,” the demon summoned by a cult, the door to hell, the huge eye opening in that doorway—the structure was clearly there to be mapped out. Of course they mapped it out.

But unlike the ripples they saw spreading across internet forums, she and her friends never believed it was more than a movie during all those conversations leading up to the last film haunt. They felt only the high of fandom.

Jorie misses Beth and Colin with a fierce cresting ache. She remembers it all. Throwing the DVD in the trash was never more than a gesture.

She starts clicking other links and teetering on the edge of real research. At some point, the silent VHS snow is interrupted by a color shift in the light falling across her legs, and she looks up from the laptop to see a room full of people, a police officer facing the camera in the background. A voice says, “But what are we doing about these murders?” and a new scene begins.







INTERLUDE



[Excerpt from “Proof of Demons,” Wikipedia]
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Plot [edit]

Márcia and Jackson Smith attend an elementary school play in Whisper, North Carolina. Their daughter, Alma, is part of a production. Two nude figures of advanced age crawl slowly across the theater ceiling behind the unknowing crowd. On stage, the students act out a story involving a fawn stealing children. The man and woman from the ceiling approach the Smiths afterward. The same night, Alma wakes to find the old couple standing at the end of her bed. A figure is behind them in the dark, much taller and only faintly visible.

The next morning, the Smiths report Alma’s disappearance. Outside the police station, they are approached by a different elderly man and woman, residents of a local retirement home, who tell them the man who took their daughter is attending the graveside service across the street. Jackson runs to Pinewood Cemetery but sees no one fitting the description the man and woman provided him. After a six-minute static shot,[1] a giant but indistinct figure (known by fans as the Pine Arch Creature) emerges from between two pines that form an arch and carries a young boy back into the trees. Jackson is gone when the POV cuts to where he was watching.

Ashley Brown and David Blake, whose son also performed in the play, are asleep that night. The camera moves to the closet, where a voice says from inside, “I belong with you,” before someone comes out and kills them with a butcher knife. The figure, draped in a pale blue bedsheet that’s torn by wooden horns or points on its head, kneels and watches their bodies for six minutes. A voice-over says, “You belong,” as a child begins screaming from another room. Fans refer to these six minutes as the First Transfiguration.[2]

Jackson spends the next day visiting local nursing homes, looking for the old couple from the police station. A Whisper Pines resident shows him a vertical line the couple allegedly drew in blood on her wall, representing the closed door of hell and its unnamed keeper. In a confessional booth in the local Catholic church, Jackson speaks of Alma and references demons. The hidden priest tells him demons have nothing to do with Christianity. A hole appears in the air next to Jackson, with a large eye pressed against it. Just as he notices it, someone in a blue sheet enters and stabs Jackson in the side.

Later, a blue-sheeted figure appears with a knife and attacks Márcia, but she escapes and drives away. Thinking she sees Alma running down a gravel road to Murmur Lake, she follows to the beach. Unable to find her, Márcia, in a trance state, watches blue bedsheets floating on the water for six minutes. An unidentifiable child’s voice says, “I belong with you,” followed by a much deeper voice saying, “You belong.” This is known as the Second Transfiguration. A small opening appears in the air above the lake.[3] The same eye is peering out of it. Márcia flees, shouting for her daughter.

A town hall meeting is held to discuss the escalating child abductions and the killings. The lights go out, and the sound warps for six minutes—the Third Transfiguration—with the only clear words being a high voice saying, “I belong with you” near the beginning and a deep distorted “You belong” at the end. A large humanoid shape appears in the foreground, and screaming can be heard.

Jackson is arrested after being seen in the church near a murder weapon and sheet. Released due to a lack of evidence, he argues with Márcia about the possible supernatural element of their daughter’s disappearance. Márcia goes out searching and sees a small girl run into a neighbor’s house. Márcia enters, calling for Alma, and finds a sheeted figure and two more victims in a blood-spattered room. The figure leaves Márcia alive after stopping to stare closely into her face and leaving behind a crudely drawn map of a cemetery, two trees with touching limbs, and a line leading to a box near a blue circle.

Márcia and Jackson walk through the “pine arch” in Pinewood Cemetery and follow the map to a crypt in the woods near Murmur Lake. Descending underground, they encounter eleven people wearing blue sheets, a coven of witches attempting to open a hole into hell. As the sheets are removed, revealing nude figures wearing wooden crowns, Márcia and Jackson recognize the four elderly people they spoke to previously. Márcia asks what they plan to bring out of hell. One of them laughs and says that “hell” is just a word, and they plan to enter, not bring something out. It is another green world,[4] where Alma and the other children are “transfiguring.”

The coven leader reveals that Márcia has been chosen and guided here because she is a powerful mother. Jackson is covered with all the sheets and stands for six minutes in the Final Transfiguration. He says, “I belong with you.” No one moves for an uncomfortably long time, then the coven members chant, “You belong,” and stab Jackson repeatedly with knives. Half-glimpsed in the throng is a much larger figure moving toward and seemingly onto Jackson. As a wooden crown is placed on Márcia’s head, a hole opens in the air, in which a large eye rolls toward the camera. The perspective shifts to a close-up of Márcia, who stares at whatever is revealed until her face softens into relief, joy, then perhaps the beginning of horror.







CHAPTER TWO


Jorie


Beth. I know it’s been a while but someone is messing with me. Pretty sure it has to do with OFH. I almost called but you not answering would just add to this feeling of



Two hours, give or take, switching back and forth from the memoir edits, restless, and this is all Jorie has managed to say to her old friend. Wired and edgy after too much coffee, she keeps passing by Oli’s room to glance into the closet, into the mirror. She keeps getting creeped out by the smooth surface of the comforter, until she remembers again that she made the bed this morning.

The house still feels like she’s not alone in it. She calls her father, who’s been in a care facility outside Atlanta since the osteoporosis took him off his feet, and the brightness in his voice means there is a brightness to Jorie’s morning. They talk about her mom, Anne, sharing old stories and wondering how they’ve made it through fourteen years without her.

His energy starts to flag, and she promises again to bring Oli down to see him at Christmas. When she hangs up, there is the usual guilt that she moved up here, so far from him, but it melts away, and there is only the grim taste the videotape has left in her mouth.

Last night there was an undercurrent of enjoyment to the feeling, a sentimental thrill. The thread of it is still there, but it’s weaker now. She’s driving herself to distraction over this tape and a phantom thump on the wall. It’s a long way from a haunted house she has to talk herself into staying in.

She checks her email again to verify that Eric hasn’t responded to her child support request, worried she might let it slide and ashamed that she might not ever take him to court over it. There’s nothing. She closes the laptop and goes outside, pulling her puffy blue jacket on.

The clouds of her breath are picked apart on the air. The birches stand sixty feet away, like bones in the great green flesh of the pines and firs around them. Already their crowns are starting to blot her landscape with mustard stains, joining the scattered red chorus of maples, until the evergreens seem like intruders out of time. After leaving Eric last year, new to Vermont and used to the modest fall foliage south of the Appalachians, she would stand out here and take it all in, amazed she owned this land and the modest brown Cape Cod sitting on it. She lived in a postcard.

Now she is watching for faces in the trees.

There were three more scenes on the videotape, each the traditional six minutes, and each was separated by—she should have guessed it from the start—a twelve-minute wash of static, the same structure surrounding the Transfigurations from Proof of Demons. They were all variations on the cemetery scene, deviating from the original plot in disturbing ways. Only the story was missing.

The tape’s second scene started in the town hall, with someone asking about the murders. But then the camera dissolved into the same long take from the first scene, birches and pines crowding the top right of the frame, the graveside service in the opposite corner.

But not the same—the characters had changed. This time, the funeral attendees were draped in the bedsheets made famous by Proof of Demons. The sheets were a muddy shade of green, not the soft blue from Enriquez’s film. They seemed to wear the movie’s familiar crowns under the sheets, though, elongating their heads, the wooden tines tearing through the fabric.

Somehow, seeing the costumes in this calm, mournful frame was worse. Creepier, more loathsome. The story’s slasher element had been brought in a couple of scenes too early, diluting the shock of the original’s closet scene, which felt like horror genre sacrilege.

Not all of them wore the sheets. A pale man in a dark gray suit near the back, and an older woman in a black dress sat on the left edge of the frame. She looked a little like Mrs. Compton, who lives a three-minute walk through Jorie’s northern wedge of trees. A nice woman. A bit young for a retiree, and even newer in Hinesburg than Jorie.

Mrs. Compton went about retirement backward—sold the consignment shop she owned for twenty years on the Gulf Coast and moved back home to this almost-Canada corner of Vermont. She missed the cold, she told Jorie once, and had grown weary of the sun and humidity.

She’s watched Oliver several times when Sam couldn’t, and there’s a remoteness to her, but it’s rounder and sweeter than the woman at the funeral. The face on the tape looked dead, somehow, as though she had climbed out of the casket to find out what had disturbed her burial.

Thirty more awful seconds crawled by in the scene, trembling between tension and parody. The dozen sheeted figures sat in their chairs, still as wax figures in a slasher movie museum, the crowns horrible and corrupt just like she remembered from Proof of Demons. But Jorie sensed that each was a moment away from raising a butcher knife from their lap.

The woman who resembled Mrs. Compton shifted her face and looked nothing like her now, it was an older woman, with sharper angles to her profile. The priest or minister continued droning his almost discernible eulogy. Finally, the towering things from the first scene—the two Pine Arch creatures, plural—came out of the birches like smudges on the landscape. Cut to static.

Twelve fast-forwarded minutes later, the same funeral, and the greenish sheets were gone. Instead, the fourteen people in the corner of the frame turned their heads slowly, over the course of ninety seconds, toward the camera.

Jorie had never seen anyone turn to look at something with such slowness, who would even imagine it as a concept, but it was nauseating. It was against nature, somehow. It spoke of Hélène Enriquez’s love of unsettling anticipation, the opposite of a jump scare. When their eyes reached hers at last, there was so much weight in the connection, enough to crawl through the lens and onto the spool of the tape.

The small crowd stared out of the screen at her, their faces blank but stern. The vacant disdain seemed to ask how she could dare peek in at such a somber rite as a funeral. Four minutes of eyes, the fourth wall crumbling with mute horror.

When the creatures came out of the trees, they seemed more like flickering background actors that had nothing to do with the tension. The tone of the scene had been upended by those dreadful staring faces. Jorie barely registered the Pine Arch creatures until they abruptly changed course and lumbered toward the camera instead of the funeral attendees.

Frustratingly, thankfully, the tape warped before they came into sharper focus. She had time to see cavities flexing open from what passed for their heads to their torsos. They looked like the corpses of old giants pulled out of a fire. Like ink drawings a dirty eraser had tried to rub out.

Then static ate into the images until the final clip.

It was almost identical to the first, but instead of coming out of the birches and moving across the grass, their unreadable shapes like cigarette burns, the creatures beckoned from their shadows. Long blurred arms with joints in the wrong places drooped out and curled back. Jorie paused the frame and counted at least six of the arms.

Somehow the boy from the first scene sensed them and turned and walked toward the trees, reaching out as though to be picked up as he passed out of view. The boy’s mother stood and began to shriek. The eulogist stopped speaking. The veils of reality and traditional narrative held this time, and the shouts were cut off by the scene ending, like some kind of mercy.

A final touch came crawling out of the static just before the tape ran out and Jorie ejected it. “You killed her,” something whispered, pitched low and high at the same time, at least two voices layered over each other.

“Hannah?” Jorie said, then clamped her hand over her mouth, clawing the name back inside.

But she’s ready to be done thinking about the tape. It’s drawing her back to that night with Colin and Beth. The cemetery, the film haunt. The creeping sense that someone out there is punishing her for Hannah’s death—elaborately, in the way that would hurt most.

Maybe she would succumb to the old addiction with a different horror movie, but not this one. Not this baggage. She wants to push it off on Beth, who always had a bit more wisdom. Jorie was the face of the October Film Haunt, but it was also Jorie who wrote the blog post that caused everything to fall apart.

Beth would have never written that. She shouldn’t have to talk to Jorie about Proof of Demons, not after the night in North Carolina. After what Jorie did a week later. Beth has the right to not even read whatever email Jorie finally comes up with.

Under these thoughts, climbing to the surface—Was what’s on the tape filmed in Vermont? There are the birches. The right camera angle would allow someone to re-create the composition of the Proof of Demons scene in a lot of cemeteries.

And the style and the ability suggest it’s Hélène Enriquez. The director, somewhere close by. This is what she can’t get around. This is why she’s been wandering the house, pretending there are ghosts. Ghosts are less messy.



She’s grateful to have had a client with some talent and a story worth telling. This deeply sad memoir, beautiful in places. The author, a woman named Lucy Dendrich who came into Lantman’s one morning while Jorie was working, is brave for pouring all her trauma onto paper. Lucy has earned the empowerment in the narrative, and so will the readers she finds.

At Lucky Coffee in Hinesburg, she gets into a long groove, finishes the last chapters and all her notes. Over eight thousand words of mostly assured suggestions, hundreds of comments. A weight lifts off her shoulders, replaced by a faint sense of loss.

Jorie thinks she’s helped Lucy broaden some brushstrokes here, press a finer point there, move paragraphs and strike blocks of lines that might slow the reader down. Jorie even recommended cutting a chapter out and repurposing bits of it later on.

She’s never been inside the gilded houses of Manhattan, but something in her knows how to make a big picture more intimate. The bits of memoir that started to creep into the found-footage book she never finished writing, the October Film Haunt blog, even the screenplay she sold—something in Jorie’s fingers was able to find the emotional chords of an audience. Everything she ever wrote, really. Her ability to see all the moving parts, but more than this, she saw her way into the hearts of things.

Eventually, when the past scabbed over, she realized she was able to give this sight to the words of others. At bargain-basement rates for a while, yes, but each manuscript is a step.

The work drains her, too. Lucy’s grandfather was a monster, a man-shape creeping into a little girl’s bedroom at night. Using his fists when the sun was out. Some of the abuse Lucy relives in these pages, it’s been dragging Eric through Jorie’s mind for the past six weeks. His hands clenching. The orbital bones he broke around her eye, the warning bass of his voice, her skull fracture, the sudden flight up here early last year when the house was finally hers.

At first she wouldn’t tell Eric where they were, but still, too many of the old horror films slipped into her thoughts after she and Oli left. One quiet evening while they were watching TV, the second week in Vermont, a dish fell out of the drying rack and shattered on the kitchen floor. Jorie couldn’t stop shaking for half an hour. Oli cried because he didn’t know how to help, and because everything made him cry in that first month. A few days later, she was sure she saw someone peering through the glass in the back door.

But the ugliness of Eric ended up mundane. Gaslighting turned into nasty voicemails turned into a quick divorce. A single trip to Atlanta to sign her name a dozen times in real ink. Hospital records and photographs from the night he hit her were enough to justify moving half a dozen states away and keeping Oli this far away from his dad. She only saw Eric with her lawyer—and all those billable hours—present, and his calm only seemed hurt, not scheming or hiding something.

Distance and time were apparently enough. Eric seemed made to be an absentee father.

It’s only been a challenge to keep Eric’s child support payments current, though soon—very soon, if Oli has his way—she’s going to have to deal with visitation. For now, even the weekly phone calls with his son seem too much for Eric to handle.

When Sam brings it up, Jorie reminds her that he only really hurt her once. And there was never anything close to violence with Oli. She’s not making excuses, she’s saying that Eric is not that scary in the end.

The book is done now, though. She can wish Lucy the best and be a devoted mom for a week or two, here in their quiet corner of the world. Oli can get some clothes for the new school year that’s a month old already.

She pulls her backpack over to dig out the Advil for her screen-induced headache, and there it is again, the yellow envelope with the VHS tape inside.

She didn’t want to leave it at home, near where her son sleeps, near that ghost she didn’t see in his closet, and her thoughts turn to movies again. In a movie, she would toss the tape in the garbage out on the sidewalk and feel an apprehensive, post-exorcism sort of reprieve. But the itch is still there, the mystery to dig into—and there’s the fact that someone would have to put some real effort into finding her. If a stalker situation escalates, the tape could be Exhibit A in a courtroom.

Something else is in the envelope, a lump she can just feel under her fingers. She slides the cassette out onto the table, and a small thumb drive comes with it. It has a rough texture, she has to tilt it in the light to read the words PINE ARCH RESEARCH scratched into the plastic casing.

“This is just wonderful,” she whispers, her voice toneless and unbelieving. She puts her face in her hands for a moment, the café noises swelling and receding around her. A picture forms in her mind, of someone sealing this envelope—sharp bones, long greasy hair, a film villain face—and dropping it into a mailbox on a North Carolina street corner. The face smiles around its black eyes.

Jorie slots the thumb drive into the laptop’s USB port. Relief and disappointment flood out of her in a sigh when she sees the filenames: funeral_watching1 through funeral_watching4. She opens each and clicks near the beginning and near the end to make sure they all match what she’s already seen on the tape. The only difference is the lack of nostalgic VHS flaws—no odd color grade or image degradation. She was right that the clips had been tweaked to fit the medium.

The “You killed her” waits at the very end of the fourth clip, but she doesn’t look for it. Even in the constant noise of a coffee shop, hearing it might push her over some edge. She transfers the files into a new folder named PRANK on her desktop. There’s now both more and less of a reason to contact Beth. How insensitive is she willing to be?

Instead of email, she opens her notes app and tries to wrap her mind around the differences between the original film and whatever these new scenes are.

Original—Pine Arch Creature

New—multiple Pine Arch creatures

Original—pines, North Carolina

New—also birches, Vermont?

Original—blue sheets

New—green sheets

Original—6-minute Transfigurations

New—2 extra minutes (only first scene)

Original—funeral was just a funeral

New—funeral was participant in creepiness

What else? The sheets in the second scene, green now for some reason, remind her of Márcia Smith staring at their floating blue counterparts halfway through Proof of Demons. Jorie used to want to know Márcia’s thoughts when her daughter, or just a ghost or revenant-like projection, lures her to the lake and the supernatural begins to really open up around her.

She always felt Márcia in her bones, she ached when Márcia ached, but she was that way with so many protagonists, final girls, half the victims in those movies. So much of Jorie’s empathy was felt on theater screens or laptops that ran hot enough to nearly burn her crossed legs. It powered her writing, it helped keep the October Film Haunt strong and vital in the horror community. It was where her heart lived.

Some fans argued that an entity enters Márcia Smith in this scene. The Pine Arch Creature or something else. That Enriquez needed to write a possession into the film to subtly bolster the Proof in the title. There were even those who claimed the title was literal, that this was an actual demon. Jorie never read the scene that way, but she remembers when she had the chance to commune with the idea of Márcia, standing on the shore of the very lake from the movie, but couldn’t get close to an answer.

For a few seconds, Jorie tries to read Márcia’s mind again, on the other side of a decade. But she doesn’t want to know what it was like for her, she doesn’t want to be her, there’s nothing of that left. She wants to keep horror and tragedy at arm’s length.


Beth. I know it’s been a while but someone is messing with me. Pretty sure it has to do with OFH. Maybe they also mailed you a VHS tape labeled Funeral Watching with four versions of the Pine Arch Creature scene in THAT movie. All different, like a sequel … or a reboot. But in a way, the biggest difference is I think they were shot up here in Vermont, near me. I don’t know what that means, or if I should be worried, or who’s still angry with us. (If people are still holding grudges, I hope they’re all for me.)

I hope you’re doing well. I google you from time to time, and I know you’ve edited some real actual movies. I’m endlessly proud. Do you have kids? I got pregnant not long after I last saw you. Oli (short for Oliver) turned 8 last month. He’s smart and kind and perceptive, such a truly great kid—MY WHOLE WORLD BASICALLY—but he’s been struggling with our move up here. Missing his dad, blaming me, etc. But he still doesn’t know his dad punched his mom a few times (though he never touched Oli, thank God). I’m sorry if you don’t want to know these things. I hope you can find it in your heart to at least be ambivalent about my continued existence.

There was a USB drive with the same scenes, so if you (fingers crossed) didn’t get a tape but want to know about this probably harmless but still kind of troubling thing, get the files out of my Dropbox. You know better than anyone to keep them to yourself. I’m feeling nervous. I’m thinking about Hannah a lot again. I could use your advice. About the tape. I don’t really deserve advice about Hannah.

I’m still so sorry.



Her finger rests on the trackpad a full minute before she clicks send.

She and Beth were seventeen when they met. They were the type of friends who shrink the contours of each other’s lives because there’s no need to meet other people and experiment with different social groups. They fit. Their personalities and dreams and passions had come out of the same box.

Colin would come along and make them even better, especially for Beth, but before, it was just the two of them, Jorie and Beth scouring the southern states for the perfect horror. Jorie has missed her far more than she’s missed the genre.

A tray of dirty dishes—spoons, mugs, a carafe of milk—clatters to the floor, the sound of breaking crockery and metal ringing up to the high ceiling’s exposed pipes. Jorie jumps and turns in her chair. Beyond the crouching barista picking up the mess, sunlight washes across the huge glass window. Her brain tries to put a looming shape in the light.






CHAPTER THREE


Coleman

He pictures a funeral home—maybe Corddry & Son, down the street—with the lights turned out, what is left of him a lump of shadow in a casket. The director or an assistant has forgotten to close the lid on him for the night, to get his body used to the darkness of the earth. He looks like he is made of a heavy, dense wax. Gravity pulls at him, slow enough that he will be put in the hole in the churchyard before he loses the shape he carried for fifty-eight years.

His blood will have been sucked out through a murmuring tube and replaced with preservatives. Someone will have packed his mouth and sealed his lips shut. He read yesterday that even the fingers are glued together. Someone will have punctured every organ, deflated them, emptied out his stomach. His back will be a mess, pooled black with all the fluids they weren’t able to suction out of him, swollen against the casket’s velvet lining. His eyeballs will have been capped, tape beneath the lids so they don’t creep open during the viewing. He is glad his grandchildren won’t be allowed to come.

Coleman blinks, opens his mouth wide, splays his fingers until the skin between them hurts. He tries to want to be cremated instead.

It has only been two weeks, but he has started visiting funerals. He reads the local obituaries. He pretends he needs to practice being laid to rest, as though it will be imperative for him to lie perfectly still and stiff while the people in his life stare down at him, desperately glad lung cancer didn’t eat them, and feeling a flush of shame at the thought. Never smoked a day in his life, he can almost hear them say. What a terrible thing, isn’t it?

What are you doing? he scolds himself. You are still alive!

Go hug your wife. Go call Evie, ask to see the kids. Visit your mother at the home, tell her what’s coming.

Or walk into those trees. Find a trail, smell the pines, feel the sunshine coming through the branches.

He looks out past the cluster of people in ties and dark dresses to the wedge of trees, like an arrowhead angling back toward the bow of the state park and the pond everyone calls Lake Julian. Two of the trees on the far edge of the lawn form a sort of archway with their limbs, almost a fairy-tale door, if he squints.

He can’t go home. He finds himself wanting Gloria to drift away from him, there are small moments when he wishes she never loved him. But she is always reattaching to him, forbidding him to die. He hasn’t told anyone else about the diagnosis, after the cough and the back pain passed beyond ignorance, the way weight started siphoning off his body these past six months.

He is terrified of his daughter because she won’t be able to handle this. Evie isn’t able to detach or retract. It’s easier for him to stand here, somehow, and imagine his only child crumbling with sorrow when it’s too late. When he’s escaped the look in her eyes and the soft hugs to avoid breaking him. When she can’t plead anymore for the poison he would have to put into his body.

Evie isn’t the type to see the other cancer in her father, the decision growing in his mind.

For a moment the woman nearest the grave, behind the black veil, is Gloria, she’s carved herself into a pillar of strength. She’ll feel she has to be strong for Evie and, back at the house, Charlotte and Liam. He imagines a sudden stain of clouds over the flat lawn—it is always raining in this picture of his own funeral—and Gloria has gone under the steep black curve of an umbrella. Evie is out in the open air of her grief, hair soaked dark, her partner’s arm a tourniquet around her.

A hum drifts toward him and he watches the maroon casket grind its way down into the grave. Eugene Beckman, seventy-nine, father, grandfather, begins to rot inside his box. Coleman doesn’t know what he’ll do now, this is the only funeral in town today, and he is too tired already to drive over to Asheville.

A young family drifts away from the mourners, the father tall and vibrating with health, the mother’s head down to speak to their little girl, their small feet disappearing in the soft grass. The girl is around Liam’s age, one of Evie’s best ages, seven or so, her long black hair in a French braid.

The three of them ache with life. Coleman decides to follow them. He wants to be close to their vigor and to move in the same direction they’re moving, toward all those open years.

The sun is hot on his head, the bald spot like a stove eye, his neck is sweating behind the knot of his tie. He walks between graves, cutting a diagonal toward the family, who are crossing the street in their gray and white clothes and turning east on the sidewalk along the shops of Meridian Street. They blend with the Saturday morning families who haven’t been brushed with death this week. Their body language loosens.

He gets closer to them, hears the daughter suggest ice cream. They must not have known Eugene Beckman well.

He’s walking, he tells himself, he’s still alive. He’s managing the pain. During the first appointment with the oncologist, they gazed at the night sky of his backlit lungs in the CT scans. The constellations of tumors. Hungry stars glimmering through him. He made a joke about stage 5 cancer as an option, explaining that he meant suicide. It’s just that there are chemo and radiation or there are sleeping pills, he told the doctor. Whatever leaves the smallest mess behind. The joke got him a palliative counseling recommendation.

It wasn’t quite a joke, though. Coleman just needs to come to a decision and find a way to do it that leaves Gloria with some insurance money.

Part of him wants to speed up, reach out and touch the young father, feel the easy clockwork under his skin. He wants to tell him he could be listening to an oncologist’s death words before he knows it. But Coleman realizes he’s being followed, too, there’s the prickle of eyes behind him, like insects caught in the fine hairs on the back of his neck. He turns and sees a grinning man with black holes for eyes, but—maybe Coleman’s imagination is metastasizing along with the tumors that have already spread out beyond his lungs—it’s only a man with dark sunglasses laughing into a phone.

When he turns back, the young family has stopped to look in the ice cream shop’s window. Coleman nearly knocks the girl over, and as he stumbles around them with a muttered apology, the mother says, “Not everything is so nice. When I was your age, witches would get you if you couldn’t sleep. There was supposed to be a coven back in the woods behind the cemetery.”

The father is the demure one. “Honey, let’s not,” he says. “She’s seven.”

“I’m eight soon!” the girl almost shouts. “What’s a coven?”

The mother laughs, and Coleman slows down just enough to hear her answer. “They practiced witchcraft underground, where the colonial cemetery used to be. There was a crypt and they would…”

They are pulled out of earshot, their voices fading into the gentle crowd. The crypt tugs at him for another moment, unresolved. He thinks he hears the girl raise her voice and say, “I belong with you.” Will she ask what witchcraft is?

But he lets them go. He faces forward and sees a man going into a shop holding a long knife smeared with sunlight. The glare is so warm, it’s like the blade is dripping butter. The man is not much younger than Coleman, short with pale hair down to his faded blue polo collar, and the knife is angled out from his waist, where his belly hangs over his belt. It’s heavy and made for cutting through meat. A blue swath of fabric is folded over the man’s other arm. A sign over the doorway, above his head, reads VIDEO SPOT.

Coleman turns to check on the family, hoping they’ll get to safety, but they’ve gone into the ice cream shop. He imagines the knife going into his own chest, the man in the blue polo shirt sweating, wheezing with ugly excitement as he pushes it in. The knife would pierce one of Coleman’s lungs. Would the cancer cells stream out like spores, dying in the air without him?

If he’s murdered, his body will be given to a forensic medical examiner at the city morgue, which is probably in Asheville because Arden is so small. They’ll have to cut him up more thoroughly, take all the ropes and heavy bags out of him for tests. He will be a gaping cavity. They’ll snip the strings that tie his organs together. A saw will whine through his skull to expose his brain and the last of its running, whirling thoughts of mortality.

He checks his pockets. He’s been forgetting to bring his phone with him, likely because it’s full of the world he’s leaving behind, the beauty and violence and grim unendingness.

“Go back toward the trees,” he mutters to himself, “smell the pines, pretend you’re looking for the crypt that lady talked about.” He half-remembers an old French poet’s line about the living pillars in nature’s temple. It was on a picture of a forest Gloria printed out and taped beside the desktop computer in the home office.

But he’s at Video Spot now, and only silence is seeping out of it. The cemetery is reflected in the storefront window and the door’s nine small panes. He sees his face parceled out into four of the squares, his trim hair that has lost so much of the orange he loathed as a child. He sees his hand reaching out to the scratched brass doorknob.



A matching brass bell jangles as he steps inside. The place looks careworn, from another era, and dim except for the early sun straining in after him. He turns the dead bolt in case the man with the knife flees the store in the same moment the girl and her parents walk by with their ice creams. He’ll warn someone, call the police, do something other than watch funerals.

But the store is empty. Rows of DVD and Blu-ray cases line three of the walls and the freestanding shelves set at angles throughout the interior. Handmade signs divide the shop into categories like ACTION and PERIOD PIECES. A gray disc lies on the floor in the section marked HORROR in bloody capital letters, the sun stretching far enough to gleam a thin rainbow off the edge of it.

The man must have slipped through a door in the back, like a man with a knife would do in one of these films. Or he’s in the restroom, working up his courage. Coleman isn’t sure, he’s never cared much for scary movies. He prefers courtroom dramas and cozy mysteries, where cool, fierce minds slot all the puzzle pieces together.

On his way to the register to use the phone or call out for an employee, he’s not sure yet, he stops and picks up the DVD from the floor. The title is printed across the gray in a white, artfully faded font, and it takes him a moment to make it out as PROOF OF DEMONS. In smaller but bolder print are the words An Hélène Enriquez Film. At least it’s in the right section, probably, but when he scans the rows in front of him, he sees empty spaces but no matching box.

He turns and the guy with the knife is standing beside him, suddenly there. Coleman’s senses gave him no clues. The man is still holding the blue bedsheet or soft curtain, and up close he’s younger than Coleman had thought, not much past thirty.

“That’s a special one,” the man says, looking down at the DVD. His lips are full and pink. The blond hair seems to float in humid wisps around his forehead, veiling the green eyes. His breath is warm and sour. “You can actually see into hell when you watch it.”

“What do you mean?” Coleman says, the world slowing down, going syrupy around him.

“Literally see,” the man says. “Sorry, I’m improvising right now. We’re meeting each other between drafts. I was in town to put something in the mail and stuck around to watch you. This is a casting call.”

The knife slides into Coleman’s left side. The metal is cold, and there’s a distant fire that can’t reach the cold. The blade has gone in low, Coleman thinks it’s scraping the top of his belt—what’s there, the spleen, a kidney? Nowhere near his diseased lungs.

He collapses to the floor. His lungs seem to be filling with water. His breaths sound to him like two hands slowly tearing sheets of paper. From this new vantage, he sees someone else, who must have been standing behind the door when he came inside. A phone is blocking this second person’s face, its black lenses watching Coleman from across the room.

Filming him, maybe.

Then the second person is gone as the man with the knife moves into Coleman’s field of vision, black boots with black eyes, shaking out the blue sheet as though making a bed. There is even the soft crack of thunder as the fabric snaps in the air. He bends at the waist and settles the sheet over Coleman.

“Watch Proof of Demons,” a voice says, and Coleman feels a tug in the seat of his pants, an object jammed into a back pocket. “See into hell.”

“Help.” Coleman thinks he groans this, low and wet instead of his intended shout. He closes his eyes. The bell rattles at the front of the shop, and he hopes the ice cream family went the other way, into the woods to look for the devil.






CHAPTER FOUR


Jorie

A memory comes after she sends the email to Beth, of not knowing she was pregnant at first because she thought the morning sickness was just guilt residue. So many nights the year before Oli, she would wake at three or four and hunch over the toilet. She’d have to pace the apartment before her body would let her sleep again.

The trial had been over for months. Two of Hannah’s friends were already halfway through their prison sentences for daring her into the grave in the woods. Hannah was still dead, and here was fidgeting, pacing Jorie Stroud, still not quite at rock bottom.

For her, Hannah Kim was a vengeful spirit made of lines Jorie had drawn herself, blurs in photographs, dark smudges of shame that haunted her periphery like the auras of migraines. Hannah was coming for her. Hannah was a ruined thing crawling out of a well. Hannah was the swirl of black hair in the water draining from the bathtub. Hannah was a proboscis sucking all the horror movies out of Jorie, she was a wave that crested on the third night of 2015, when Jorie’s throat narrowed to a straw and the breaths wouldn’t come and Eric called an ambulance.

The doctors told her about the pregnancy, there in the eleventh week. She didn’t want to be a mom, but it was the greatest excuse she could have asked for. Eric wanted the excuse, too. She started moving on during those twenty days in the hospital, as they made sure Jorie wasn’t going to lose the baby. Therapy sessions, survivor’s guilt, fluids and IVs full of sleep. Exhaustion, slowly waking up and breathing. Something new and enormous needed her to think about it all the time and worry about herself in the future tense.

She and Oli pushed each other into life.

Eric insisted they get married, and there wasn’t enough of a reason to say no. They had been together only a year, but he would doze beside her hospital bed. He saw the worst of her, and he didn’t leave. He was good for her, he was another excuse, until the first time he left a mark on her and she started making different kinds of excuses. They seemed to always start with, Well, I deserve this, right? She had fallen from grace, and Eric was a cushion between her and the ground.

Jorie wipes her eyes and pulls up a list of local cemeteries, but of course there are so many, people have been dying every day for centuries, even in rural postcards. She can’t shake the thought of the scenes on the tape being filmed up here. Her laptop tells her the paper birch is common throughout the northeastern states, across the brow of the country into Oregon. Canada, too.

The tape in her mailbox, the clips on the thumb drive, they could have been shot anywhere colder than the South. Jorie had nothing to do with the production of Proof of Demons. She never had a clue who Hélène Enriquez was. This is just a cruel joke. A years-delayed prank. There’s nothing else to it.

She gathers her things to leave the café. As she’s standing and turning toward the door, a figure pulls away from the window outside. It was shaped like someone looking in at her, but it’s gone now, bright leaves swirling down the sidewalk after it. One of them sticks to the glass, still wet from last night’s rain.

Just someone walking by, glancing in, and Jorie picked the exact two moments that would make her think the person was pressed against the glass, peering through the shade of their hands directly at her, the morning sun a crown.



She steps outside but there’s nothing, just a mother halfway through packing her three young kids into a minivan. But Jorie feels herself being watched. From a car in one of the slanted spaces, from the bank across the street. From somewhere close. A stooped old man walks toward her, his arms hanging at his sides. He looks like he’s mourning someone as another breeze of dead leaves parts around him.

Jorie sees herself reflected in the window, imagines all nine of her gray hairs are glinting in the sun as the round-faced man from Oli’s closet rises over her shoulder. But it’s just her, the same messy boy haircut she’s had for fifteen years, everything else in her face nearly unrecognizable to her sometimes.

“How’s my little Oliver?” someone says, and Jorie sees a real face move into the reflection. She almost screams but is able to turn it into a laugh as she turns around.

“Mrs. Compton!” Jorie says, nearly gasps. “I was just thinking about you this morning.”

The woman watches her with clear amber eyes. One corner of her thin mouth smiles. Jorie doesn’t know how old her neighbor is, there are aspects of her that say sixties, but her skin doesn’t have those sorts of creases and lines. She could still be just on the downside of fifty. Tall and birdlike, but a softened, plump bird, a dove or pigeon. The hair that falls onto her shoulders is a dull gray.

“Why would you be thinking of me?” Mrs. Compton says, her thick eyebrows raising. Something close to a grimace twists her mouth. Her hands fold into each other at the waist of her linen blouse, peeking out from dark blue cardigan sleeves. But there, all at once, is the bloom in her cheeks, the storybook old-lady roses Jorie has seen before. A grandmother promising sweets. It’s cozy on this winter-hinted morning.

“No, just something I saw in a movie,” Jorie tells her. “Someone reminded me of you.”

“Well, too bad for that someone!” Her laugh is as rosy as her cheeks. “My life is full of shadows. I’ve lamented not having Oliver around the empty house. You let me know if you need someone to watch him.”

Jorie smiles at the strange poetic turn. Mrs. Compton likes to use words like lamented, and she speaks with the trace of an accent, Italian or German, that has been washed away by time, or by the salty ocean air she breathed for so long.

“He would like that,” Jorie says. “My cousin Sam’s had some free time, and he loves her kids, or I would’ve brought him over to see you more.” An inexplicable relief wells in Jorie, unpinning the stress of last night, and she steps forward and hugs the woman. She has to raise onto tiptoes to do it. She feels tears brimming in her eyes. Vermont has been lonely.

“Thank you,” Jorie says. “Thanks for making us feel welcome.”

“Anytime. He’s a sweet thing.” Mrs. Compton pulls back and hugs herself in a lifting breeze, her hands—as young-old as the rest of her—slipping back into their sleeves. She pats Jorie’s arm, the knowing look of a mother, and walks off. When she reaches the corner of Silver Street, she stops and peers back over her shoulder.

Jorie watches for a moment, waiting for a final wave that doesn’t come, a pause that grows uncomfortable. Mrs. Compton looks much older from a distance, and Jorie wonders if the expression on her face is pity. They’re too far apart to tell. Finally, Jorie tilts her hand up and waves.

She thinks of graveyards again, her grandparents, maybe because of how diminished her neighbor seems as she finally turns and disappears around the brick building.
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