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Chapter One

MADDIE WAS HOPPING THROUGH THE CRUNCHY FALL LEAVES IN
her rain boots. "Do you think they'll have trees there?"
Sonya scrunched up her nose. "Of course they'll have trees, honey."
"No," Maddie bounced two more times before locking eyes with her
mother. "I mean like ours."
Sonya looked over the park and the trees, the wet footpath, the four
girls who were hurrying past with darting eyes, whispering behind
the lunch bags dangling from their wrists, surely shushing one
another about the rumors circulating of The Accident, somehow
worse than The Real One. Anywhere had to be better than here, even
if it was a small town fanned out over cornfields and woods and a
man-made pond where all those boys were said to have died.
But she had to convince Maddie of that. "Of course they will." She
nodded too rapidly, startling herself. "Maybe in our own backyard."
Maddie nodded and then hopped on a fallen branch until it
snapped clean in half like a bone.

RAIN OR SHINE OR SOME OTHER GOOD TIME, AS HER FATHER
used to say, Sonya was always happiest when thinking about the
weather. She'd gone so far as to consider studying Meteorology and
—4—

MCKENZIE LYNN TOZAN // THE DUPLEX

was accepted to an elite school that made even her blue-collar
parents proud, her mother calling everyone to tell them to keep them
eyes on the weather channel from now on, I don't care which one,
Sonya will be up there with the weather real soon. But when her
father became ill, Sonya was the one to rush into town, take up
residence in her old bedroom cluttered with his collected
newspapers, and stay by her father's rented hospital bed until he
died, her degree deferred and forgotten. By then, she'd taken a job as
a lead clerk at the grocery store where she'd worked as a teen, and the
boy she liked had asked her to marry him. She thought of renting a
little place of her own as she stripped the hospital bed of the ruined
sheets, the cornfield through the bay window staring into the room,
the sun cutting the space with cornstalk shadows and light.

IN THE CAR, SONYA'S KNUCKLES SHONE WHITE AS SHE GRIPPED
the steering wheel. Deep gray clouds muddled with fog were moving
in like a herd, thick as dirty, matted wool, and she took that as an
invitation to pick up the pace and avoid as much of the rain as
possible. As much as she loved storms, she also knew to respect them
and take shelter whenever possible. Now was not one of those times.
The young mother looked out of the corner of her right eye over
her shoulder to see Maddie carefully buckled into her booster in the
backseat as the first raindrops struck the windshield. Despite only
being seven, she had a few middle-grade books on the bench next to
her, along with art supplies she could use in the car. The drive from
the Midwestern sticks to Colorado would be long, and she'd come
prepared. There was a drink cooler and a bag of snacks back there,
too, but neither of the women had an appetite for food or for talking.
Sonya checked the front seat, probably for the tenth time already
on the trip, even if they had only backed out of their driveway for the
last time fifteen minutes ago. Her fingers brushed across the tired
and warped gift bag that contained her mother's favorite trinkets,
then the cardboard box she knew contained a pair of urns. There was
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a run-ragged tote bag on the floor filled with her mother's scarves,
but she didn't need to check up on those right now.
She was barely twenty when her father died and her mother urged
her to rent an apartment, knowing that James moving in would not
come far behind. And it didn't—they were engaged to be married
months later, and they were walking back into their home, happily
cooing to newborn Madalyn, before Sonya was twenty-two. In the car
now, the pair of them brought only their most-loved and mostneeded possessions, all fitting into the front passenger seat and the
wide ass of Sonya's hiccuping station wagon, staring unblinking into
a future across the country, both of them inching up on the next
decade of their lives.
Storm clouds continued to brood in the east, promising a terrible
storm. But Sonya no longer cared as the storm moved farther and
farther back as she put the miles, the wind, and the potential
downpour behind them.

—6—

Chapter TWO

SONYA SHOULDN'T HAVE BEEN SURPRISED WHEN THE LOUDEST
sound in their new driveway was Maddie stomping around in the
Colorado leaves. "They're not as crunchy," Maddie said between leaps,
"but they'll do."
Her mother smiled, crossed her arms to block out the chill, and
tried to put the drive behind her. Including bathroom breaks and two
quick meals, the drive had taken about eighteen hours, which had not
phased her one bit. What troubled her were the strange weather
patterns, as well as some, she chose the word carefully in her mind,
curiosities on the drive there.
Despite leaving the storm long behind them, there were splatters of
rain that found their car hours later, yet there wasn't a cloud in sight.
Sonya was impressed by the dimness of the blue sky, despite the sun
shining, as if the whole world had been shrouded in a thin veil. She
couldn't help but think of these splatters as warning signals, much
like a dog's muzzle might twitch before it finally turns its head and
bites.
Halfway through the trip—waist-deep in Iowa, Sonya guessed—
there had been a detour onto a backcountry road. She looked ahead,
saw nothing but open road, no cars or bright orange construction
signs, but she decided to obey the sign that was placed obnoxiously in
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in the middle of the road anyway. Maddie was asleep in the backseat,
art supplies sprawled on the floor where her tired hands had
dropped them, when their car was thrust into a towering cornfield.
The main road was edged on the right with corn, but this backroad
was narrow and fully immersed in the overgrown plants with cobs
that appeared too large, even through the windshield.
Another DETOUR sign was ahead, again placed in the center of the
road, forcing Sonya to make a hard left. This road appeared to be
more closed in than the last until a clearing appeared on the right
side. The ground was muddled and holey as if the cornstalks had
been torn out by the root, creating a small, almost circular space.
Two people were lying flat and topless in the stripped space. They
raised their heads and stared expressionless at Sonya's car. She could
barely watch the road, looking back at the pair of blank eyes and
shocks of red-brown hair, their skin too fair for the sun.
Sonya passed the clearing and returned her gaze to the road,
noting a car stopped dead in the middle of the road just yards ahead.
The jet black car was far too clean of country dust, and the two suited
men in the car appeared conspiratorial, their heads tilting in unison
and locking in on Sonya as she approached them and then inched
slowly around them, the right side of her car brushed by cornstalks as
she tipped off the road to pass them. She could feel them watching
her in their rearview mirror as she met another DETOUR sign, again
prompting her to turn left. This sign spit her back out on the main
road, which appeared no different than when she had left it minutes
ago, still no fellow cars or construction workers in sight.
Hours later in Nebraska, on the brink of Colorado, after Sonya had
shaken the weirdness of the detour off and nervously eaten half a bag
of Doritos, Maddie's voice rose from the backseat.
"Mommy, look at that weird door."
Sonya followed her seven-year-old's finger pressed to the glass out
into a barren field where corn and beans used to grow. It barely
hosted twigs or the sparsest weeds now, but right out in the middle
was a blood-red door. From the car, the doorknob looked like crystal
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or glass and sparkled in the sun. A crescent window at the top and the
mailslot at the bottom were framed in the same gold, the glass
rebounding light. Sonya thought it was ominous and overconfident
of itself somehow. She imagined Salvador Dalí building it out there
before he died, killing the field in his wake, to trouble any passers-by
with the bad omen vibe of his final creation.
She wondered what would happen if she stopped the car and
slowly approached it, death crunching like small animal bones under
her feet.
Sonya couldn't decide what to make of it, saying, "That's... odd" so
softly, her daughter probably didn't hear her.
How that door got out there or what it could mean, she was unsure,
but she decided to chalk it up to one of Nebraska's strange attractions
and kept driving. Every state had its oddities, after all.

BUT LOOKING UP AT THE HOUSE, SONYA COULDN'T BE SURE.
She shivered her shoulders as if trying to physically shake off her
ill feelings as she approached the front door and fished the house key
out from under the potted plant, half-dead, next to the welcome mat.
She couldn't help but smile as her daughter ran ahead of her,
spreading her arms out wide and running through the empty rooms,
making soaring noises like an airplane.
The old, two-story farmhouse had been renovated into two homes
about five years ago. The two halves of the house were said to be
mirrors of each other, both with a large kitchen, dining room, living
room, and bathroom on the first floor, and two considerable
bedrooms and a second bathroom on the second floor. Their side of
the house had access to the attic, which Sonya already intended to
clean up and surprise Maddie with a small reading room; and the
neighbors had access to the basement, which didn't bother Sonya at
all, as basements generally gave her the willies.
Despite her reservations, Sonya raised her eyebrows, impressed by
the first floor as she meandered through it. The couple who did the
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reno had an unquestionable eye for detail, and the muted grays and
whites were contemporary and clean, despite the dust that had
collected in the years the duplex sat empty.
"I think I found my room, Mom!" Maddie called hesitantly,
excitedly, across the house.
Sonya smiled. "Is it the one with the window looking at the
backyard?"
"Yeah!" Maddie called. "Whoa, there's a swing, too!"
Sonya walked back into the kitchen, peering into each of the
empty cabinets and deciding where their things should go. "You
should go check it out for me. But make sure the ropes are solid first."
Maddie's footfalls echoed across the room. "I will. Back soon!" and
the front door closed with a slam.

SONYA IMMEDIATELY APPRECIATED THE FRONT-TO-BACK VIEW
she had while she unpacked and Maddie played. The window in the
kitchen overlooked the generous front yard, road, and cornfield
beyond. If she turned around to face the living room, the large bay
windows overlooked the backyard, a six-foot fence surrounding it, the
neighbor's half on the other side of the fence, and then the looming
woods beyond. It was incredibly secluded, but Sonya appreciated
how the quiet imitated the Michigan silence they were used to, not to
mention the familiar surroundings of hackberry, elm, white pine, and
sugar maple. She knew Maddie would appreciate that the most.
Sonya watched Maddie swing while she rapidly unpacked and cut
down cardboard boxes, wondering where she could take the
recycling. James usually took care of making arrangements, but now
that he was gone, she'd need to figure out everything new in Colorado
for herself. She thought of the whispering girls on the sidewalk the
morning before, holding the rumors behind their hands as if they
owned them. People were saying dark things like suicide and
madness, to hell with them, but the truth of the matter was, cutting
wood in the August heat was hard work, and his family was riddled
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with instances of heart disease and complications—but thirty-two
was too young for people to want to believe the story was that simple.
Tears fell into one of Maddie's favorite coffee mugs, and Sonya wiped
them away before placing the mug in the cabinet.
With the kitchen supplies and mugs put away, and the cooler and
snack bag emptied, Sonya put her hands on her hips, admiring her
work. She placed the pile of cardboard pieces by the front door, along
with one box left whole to collect trash. There was a giant smiling face
doodled on the side of the box, along with scribbled sky and flowers,
that she faced into the living room: their first, if temporary, decor.
Smiling to herself, Sonya decided to put on a pot of tea in her
mother's old red teapot and gathered all the ingredients she needed
for chocolate chip cookies on the counter to surprise Maddie and the
new neighbors. Her mother believed in first impressions all the way
until the day she died, newborn Maddie's face among her last few
good memories and one Sonya prayed daily her mother remembered.
She turned to face the backyard and saw Maddie still on the swing,
her red-brown flowing out behind her, bright but blending perfectly
with the fall-colored leaves around her. She thought she could hear
Maddie laughing when she heard a sharp squealing behind her.
Sonya looked at the teapot first but realized the sound was coming
from outside. On the road, a man on a bicycle slowly rode past the
duplex. He had turned his head fully toward the house, and his blank
eyes locked on her through the kitchen window. He never once
looked at the road as he passed, never blinked, and Sonya knew,
despite the distance between them, that the man's eyes were blue.
He passed and the teapot whistled, making Sonya jump away from
the counter. She poured the tea with shaking hands into one of
James' favorite mugs, and the black-gray color of the tea reminded
her of something from the trip she believed was better left forgotten.
On the last leg of the trip, the pair of them inching up to their small
town destination outside of Denver, an occasional cloud appeared in
the sky. Sonya spotted one charcoal-gray cloud shaped like a dog, and
the cloud was so dense, the shadow of the dog could be seen on the
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ground. There was another cloud, also shaped like a dog, that marked
the ground. Soon there were clusters of clouds, shaped like groups of
dogs. Sonya gripped the steering wheel too hard as she drove into
dense cloud coverage, the sky made of charcoal and cobalt and
riddled with dogs. In the rearview mirror, the ground was dark, and it
appeared to be leaning in, following their car. What troubled her
most was that it never started to rain, almost as if the clouds had
gathered there just for them, following them into their new home.
Steam rose up from the cup as she placed it on the small table in
the kitchen nook, the one piece of furniture in the whole house. She
switched the oven on to bake the cookies and took a seat while it
preheated. Sonya looked around at the empty space and loved the
light and shadows from the trees drifting in. They reminded her of
the cornstalk shadows in her old family home, already sold to a
couple in their thirties with a bunch of kids, but somehow these
shadows were warmer, more comforting. She sipped on her tea.
Sonya decided at that moment that she would let the dark things
go: the weird events that happened on the drive to Colorado, the
whispering rumors around their Michigan town, her family all gone
except for her honey-sweet Maddie. This new job and home, this new
life, would be a good thing.
She would let go of the rumors and the ache, the red door and the
strange pair in the field, the staring bicycle man and the weird,
splattering rain, the sea of dogs in the sky, and the shadows flooding
up behind them, even the latest four-legged shape that showed up at
the end of her tea.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE SMELL OF CHOCOLATE CHIP COOKIES OVERTOOK THE
house, the oven making it warm and sleepy. Maddie immediately
shrugged off her jacket and left it on the floor behind her when she
came into the warm room. When she saw her mother's raised
eyebrows, she swiftly draped it over one of the kitchen chairs instead.
"Those smell amazing, Mom," Maddie offered. Sonya smiled slyly
and held out one of the hot cookies.
"They need to cool a little more before we take them to the
neighbors," Sonya said when Maddie mmmed, her mouth full.
"All of them?" Maddie's eyes were wide, begging saucers.
"Not all of them," Sonya feigned exasperation.
The ground was more covered in leaves than Sonya had noticed
when she carried the bags and boxes from the car. The pair of them
passed around the knee-high partition fence that split the front yard
in half, the landscaping of partition and flowers like a lovely scar
from the road to the divided house.
Sonya lightly rapped on the neighbor's front door, not sure what
to expect, and she felt Maddie step slightly behind her, encouraging
Sonya to stand a little taller, acting as a barrier between her daughter
and whoever lived beyond the door.
When the front door finally opened, Sonya was surprised at how
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hauntingly beautiful her neighbor was. She was slightly shorter than
Sonya, who was above average height, with pale skin and night-black
hair. The lipstick she wore was abrasively red but fitting for the
woman. When she looked at her, her eyes were incredibly clear green,
offset with smokey eyeshadow. Sonya had never thought of Morticia
Addams as being vampire-like, but if she had, she decided this
woman would be the perfect model for the mash-up.
"Yes, hello?" The woman's voice was song-like. But not like an
angel, Sonya challenged. More like a selkie. Or a siren.
"Hi," Sonya stumbled. "I'm... Sonya, and this is Maddie. We just
moved in next door.
"Oh, wonderful, I heard someone was moving in soon. I'm
Katherine." She leaned forward to address Maddie. "And you are
lovely. I assume Maddie is short for... Madison?"
"Madalyn," she bobbed on her feet as she corrected her.
"Oh, how beautiful! I have a son about your age. He's just turned
eight."
"I'm seven!" Maddie's smile overtook her face.
"That settles it, you two simply must meet. Oh, Maxwell!" Sonya
caught an air of haughty sophistication in her voice.
Maxwell appeared next to his mother, pale to the point of being
gray, with a jet-black bowl cut. "I'm Max," he said shortly, studying
them too closely. Like he could eat us, Sonya thought.
"You two should go play in the yard, so the mothers can talk. Run
along now." Katherine waved them away with a dainty hand.
The kids hurried to the flowers, running along the winding
divider between the two front yards. Katherine turned to Sonya with
a patronizingly nice smile. "So what brings you two here?"
"You know," Sonya stumbled again. "A fresh start."
"Mmm," Katherine tutted. "Do you have a husband?"
"I did. He... passed away."
"Oh gosh, I am so sorry. How rude of me. Do you have family
around here?"
"No... no, my husband's family moved to Florida full-time, and my
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mother was the last of my family. When she passed, it made leaving
Michigan a little easier." Sonya had no idea why she was being so
honest. It felt easier to open up to someone she just met, with no
other personal ties and the possibility of never seeing each other
again, even if they did live next door.
Katherine was clearly one for dramatics. "Oh dear," she placed her
hands over her heart. "I am so sorry. So it really is just you two, then."
To this Sonya nodded, watching the kids in the yard. Max was
kicking a cluster of tulips to death, which Katherine didn't seem to
mind. Katherine chimed behind her, "You know, there are lots of
mothers here to support you around town. I know it feels a little
closed-off out here, but there really is help... everywhere."
Something about what she said, or how she said it, didn't sit well
with Sonya. "That's very kind of you, but we're doing fine."
"Well, you know what they say, it takes a village to raise a child,"
she lilted. "Someone as beautiful as Madalyn will need more support
than little ole you might be able to offer." Katherine flicked her eyes
from head to toe.
Sonya scoffed, "I think Maddie and I will be going now."
As she approached her daughter, Katherine called, "Now Madalyn,
please come over and visit Max any time! We're always here."
This didn't sit well with Sonya either, but she huffed anyway as
they walked their way around the yard divide. "Just our luck."

BACK IN THE HOUSE, THEIR AIR MATTRESS HOWLED AS SONYA
filled it. She was shaking out their bedding and fluffing their pillows
in frustration, unable to shake what Katherine had said and what she
felt the neighbor was insinuating about her parenting. Sonya knew
she wasn't perfect, she knew things were easier with a partner, but
dammit if she wasn't trying.
Maddie was sitting on the floor on a pillow, her knees up to her
chest. Her voice was quiet, "Are you okay, Mom?"
"Oh yeah," Sonya sighed. "Miss Katherine just said something that
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made Mommy kind of mad."
"Oh," Maddie nodded. "Max is okay. He's weird, though."
"I'm sure the tulips would agree with you."
"Can I still play with him, though? You and Daddy always said to
be nice to people even if they're different. Right?"
Sonya sighed, "You're absolutely right, honey. Of course you can
still play with Max." She grabbed the tin of cookies she'd forgotten to
give Katherine and brought them to share with Maddie.
"Are you going to try your best with Miss Katherine?" Maddie
teased, her eyebrows raised.
Sonya rolled her eyes at her. "If I have to."
"You do," Maddie giggled and rolled off her pillow onto the floor.
She scooped it up into a hug, thoughtful. "I missed Daddy a lot today."
Sonya ached. "I did, too."
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CHAPTER Four

SONYA REGRETTED HER AGREEMENT WITH MADDIE AS SOON AS
she came home from her first afternoon with Max. Katherine
appeared at her front door, her arm protectively around Maddie's
shoulder.
"Maddie, what happ—?"
"Put her to bed immediately. She's positively feverish," Katherine
huffed. "Do you have what you need to make soup?"
"I went shopping today," Sonya said, ushering Maddie inside.
"Thank you for walking her home."
"Knock on the wall, hard, if you need anything. I have medicine."
Sonya reassured her, "We'll be fine," as she closed the door.

BUT MADALYN CARR WAS ANYTHING BUT FINE THAT NIGHT.
Sonya rushed back and forth in a frenzy throughout the rest of the
afternoon: making soup, bringing cold towels, throwing the previous
ones immediately in the laundry pile (the washer and dryer not to be
delivered for another week), hammering ice to make ice chips,
assembling her daughter's new bedframe while her daughter rested
on the sinking mattress (which was rapidly losing air from an
unidentified hole), and offering cocktails of Tylenol, Ibuprofen, and
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Sprite. Nothing was working. Sonya put the current, ill bedding on
Maddie's new bed and tucked her back in, watching as Maddie
immediately dozed on the firm mattress. Her body was shuddering,
her lower lip and eyelids twitching, and her fingers were grasping at
the bed covers. Her skin burned to the touch, and her cheeks had
flared and begun to rash.
Sonya wanted to call a doctor, but they weren't registered
anywhere yet. She went down to the living room, balled her hand into
a fist, and tapped the wall five times—
—which were met with three rapt taps in return.
Katherine appeared at the door almost immediately, as if she had
been sitting, waiting for her invitation to come in. Like a damn
vampire, Sonya mused. Does this count as inviting her inside?
Katherine proudly held an unmarked bottle in front of her and
gave it a little shake. "Here it is," she quietly trilled.
"But what is it?"
"Do you and Maddie ever take Tylenol? Or rotate medicine?"
"We did that today, and it didn't work."
"Well, this is like that, except this will work," Katherine was
incredibly nonchalant. "Think of it as an over-the-counter cocktail...
with a little home remedy witchcraft thrown in."
Witchcraft, thought Sonya. "I don't know..."
"Oh honey, honestly, it's just Tylenol mixed with some lavender
and spices. Unless Madalyn is allergic to one of the spices in your
kitchen cabinet, she'll be fine."
Sonya started nodding, close to tears. She missed Dr. Berg.
Katherine excused herself and went upstairs to Maddie's room. She
smiled as the woman praised Maddie for her room decor and
drawings already collaged on the wall, all drawn since the move. As
quickly as she went in, she was back out, prancing down the stairs on
the balls of her feet. "Done," she shrugged and smiled, "Let me know if
you need more." The glass bottle with the white serum and light
purple speckles (probably the lavender Katherine mentioned) was
placed delicately in the fridge. "Oh, and don't use it for anything else."
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SONYA HAD TO GIVE IT TO KATHERINE: THE MEDICINE WORKED
...fast. She was utterly amazed when her daughter walked out of her
bedroom and down the stairs, steady on her feet, with a normal
amount of rose to her cheeks, and no more rash.
Sonya placed her hand lightly on her daughter's forehead, "How
are you feeling?"
"Can't complain," the seven-year-old responded lightly.
"Oh, if you had a chance to complain, this would be it," she chided.
"There's more soup if you're feeling up to it?"
"No, I'm just going to go back to my room for a while."
"Okay, you want one of the last cookies?
"No, thanks."
"Are you sure you're all right?"
"Yes, Mother."
Sonya watched Maddie walk back into her room, looking more like
a seventeen-year-old than seven, walking on the balls of her feet, and
appearing utterly bored.
Sonya drummed her fingers on the table, considering. She would
have thought that someone who was practically within an inch of
their life an hour ago would have cared a little bit more.

THE LAST TIME SONYA SAW MADDIE THAT NIGHT, SHE SWORE
she was not her daughter. Sonya was sitting at the small kitchen nook
table again, filling out insurance forms and researching doctors in
their network before one of them got sick again and needed care.
When Maddie stepped out of her room, Sonya's first thought was, If
it's possible for her to have grown half a foot in the last two hours,
then she has.
Maddie looked tall and spindly, still walking on the balls of her
feet a little unconfidently, as if she were learning how to walk on
invisible heels. Her legs crossed at the ankles as she walked, clearly
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still dizzy from the fever spell that had come and gone as quickly as
the crack of a whip. These things, Sonya could make sense of, because
of the fever. Dizziness, imbalance, listlessness, and even Maddie's
ridiculous mood could be explained away with a high temperature.
But as she neared the table and came squarely under the dangling
kitchen light fixtures, Sonya withheld a gasp.
Maddie appeared too tall, too thin, and spider-like if it were not
for her red-brown hair, which had turned dull and ruddy. It appeared
stringy and thin around her face, not luscious and wavy like it had
been the morning before on the swing. Her cheekbones appeared
hollowed out. For a moment when she made eye contact with her,
Sonya could have sworn Maddie's blue eyes were milky white, but
when she blinked, they were blue again, but nearly expressionless,
void of all of Maddie's inquisitiveness and charm.
The question came like a plea. "Are you feeling okay, Maddie?"
"Of course, Mother," she insisted. "I probably picked up a bug on
the way out here, or maybe I'm allergic to one of the plants in the
yard? Who knows. I'm sure I'll be better by morning."
She sounded like an adult. She placed a quick kiss on Sonya's
cheek and said, "I should go get some sleep now."
Sonya simply nodded as her daughter opened the fridge and
studied its contents.
"Oh, you found pears. I thought they were gone for the fall
already!" Maddie sounded like herself for a moment.
"I know, I was surprised, too—" Sonya started to explain before she
paused, her mouth slightly agape in shock as she watched her sevenyear-old take the unmarked glass bottle from the fridge and tilt her
head all the way back, taking a giant gulp of it like an adult knocking
back whiskey, before tip-toeing back up to her room, keeping a secret
from her mother that neither of them understood.
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CHAPTER FIVE

SONYA ROSE EARLY THE NEXT MORNING AND WAS GREETED
with silence in the house. She entered the kitchen, prepped a pot of
coffee, and was deciding what to make for breakfast when she noticed
Maddie was sitting on the swing in the backyard, holding a pear.
From behind, her hair was back to its wavy, bright self, and it was
enough to make Sonya think she had imagined it all, her worried
mind making her see something that hadn't been there.
The only other hobby Sonya had that was as intense as studying
the weather was mastering cooking. She rapidly sliced a board of
cured meats, cheeses, and strawberries before cutting a small basket
of bread for the table, followed finally by fried eggs. She left hers
sunny-side up and gave Maddie's a flip and covered them, allowing
them to begin cooking through before she summoned her inside.
Sonya opened the fridge to grab the pitcher of orange juice but
stilled when she spied the glass bottle, which somehow solidified
everything that had happened the night before. When Katherine
arrived and shook the contents of the bottle, Sonya noticed the body
of the bottle was full, just the chunky, short neck left see-through.
Now, the bottle was less than a third full, the inside lined in a thin,
white film, the lavender speckles undetectable.
As Sonya stepped away from the fridge, Maddie drifted lightly into
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the house, hair flowing out behind her and cheeks and lips rosy like
pink carnations. Her blue eyes were bright sparklers at night. It
wouldn't occur to Sonya until later that the only sound she heard was
the opening and closing of the door.
"It smells great in here, Mom," Maddie said sweetly.
It was the first time she'd say something other than 'Mother' since
she became sick, Sonya noted, but she asked instead, "Are the pears
good?"
"Delicious. Highly recommend," Maddie said goofily.
Sonya smiled as they both took their seats at the table. Maddie
crossed her legs, and her pajama bottoms rode far up from her ankle.
"It looks like you need new pajamas, honey."
"Yeah," she shrugged. "I think they must have shrunk."
"No, I—" Sonya struggled to find the words. "I think you outgrew
them already." She couldn't help but think her concerns from the
night before were true. "How are you feeling today?"
"Fine, I think?" Maddie considered for a minute. "Maybe a little
different. I'm not sure why."
"I walked the yard last night. I didn't see any plants I didn't
recognize, and you've been acquainted with all of them. I don't think
it was an allergic reaction."
"Hmm," Maddie appeared thoughtful, cutting into her eggs.
Sonya chose her words carefully. "Did something happen out
there?"
"No," Maddie said around a mouthful of eggs.
"Did something happen with Max?"
Maddie shook her head, no.
"Would you tell me if it did?"
"Of course, Mother."
"...Mom?"
"Yes, Mom." The pause was thick. "Of course I would."
They finished their breakfast in silence. Sonya struggled to eat
anything, picking at her food, trying to decide what to say if Max or
Katherine showed up at their front door. New neighbors or not, she
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wanted so desperately to tell them no and that Maddie couldn't play
anymore. If Sonya was being honest, she didn't want to hear any more
backhanded comments from Katherine or to have more ideas pushed
onto her (she'd already accepted hand-crafted medicine, what next?).
But there was something about Max, too, something about how he
fervently kicked the tulips, something about how he arrived at his
mother's side as if he had floated on the air, as if he'd never seen
another person before. If Katherine was like a vampire, Max was like
an alien from another planet, on his first day to Planet Earth.
The family didn't sit well with her, Sonya admitted. But they were
kind of stuck together now, weren't they? Sipping on her orange juice,
she knew she would need to try to make the best of it.
She sighed, sneaking a quick glance at her daughter across the
table who was eating her eggs, staring at the pear still in her hand,
hard. She thought of Katherine drifting back into the house, smiling
and oblivious of any ill feelings. She thought of Max kicking the tulips
and Maddie downing the white elixir. Chancing a look at her again,
Sonya wondered what important answers Maddie might be looking
for in the ripened pear.
Sonya went for the throat, "Do you think that medicine helped?"
"Huh?" Maddie was startled out of her staring contest.
"Last night," Sonya said. "Do you think it helped?"
Maddie shifted uncomfortably in her chair. "I... think so?"
"You seem different."
"What do you mean?"
"I don't know, you're... You're... taller."
"Taller?" Maddie laughed. "You're funny, Mom."
"No, I..." Sonya grabbed at the table like she was falling. "You're
different up here," she pointed to her temple, "too. Like you're older."
Maddie squirmed again. "I—I think—"
There was a sharp knock on the door before someone opened it.
"Helloooooo," came Katherine's trilling voice. "How's our lovely
Madalyn today?"
"Maddie is feeling much better," Maddie bounced in her chair.
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Katherine crossed the room, over-swaying her hips. "Oh, that's
marvelous. Perhaps you and Max would like to play?"
Maddie's eyes were large as she looked at her mother. "Can I?"
"If you're feeling up to it?"
Maddie squealed and immediately left the table.
Katherine laughed and motheringly called, "Are you sure you ate
enough of your—" She scrunched up her nose, "—oh, eggs." She
turned to Sonya with a sickeningly sweet smile, red lipstick flawless.
The door had already flown open wide from where Katherine left
it, padding footfalls quickly fading up the stone path that wound its
way down to the road and back up the other side of the yard. Sonya
heard the pair greet each other in similarly high pitches, and she
warmed to the idea of a child greeting her daughter as
enthusiastically as she always greeted her peers.
"I'm so glad our kids are getting along," Katherine gushed.
"Yes, it's—"
"—It's so important to be around family," Katherine said this so
sweetly, Sonya thought she must be a damn Stepford wife.
Wonder what happened to her husband, she thought.
But a scream cut her off. Maddie.
The women rushed out to the yard and were greeted with Maddie
rushing into their arms. She pointed back at Max, who was chasing
her with a long stick. As he swung it forward, Sonya squirmed at the
cluster of worms that were impaled and wiggling on the end.
Sonya breathed out, hard. "Put the branch down, Max."
Without a word, he walked it across the road and threw it into the
field. The motion looked... animatronic, Sonya decided.

AFTER THE WORM INCIDENT, KATHERINE WENT HOME FOR A
"baking extravaganza," she'd said with a flourish of her hands, palms
too shiny to not remind Sonya of a department store mannequin.
Something about Katherine's being didn't gel for her: her preppy
mannerisms and speech paired with her shiny black hair and red lips
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continued to surprise.
Though she had other plans for the day, Sonya decided to stay in
the house, in the living room and kitchen where she could keep an
eye out the front window. She worked on unpacking the boxes of the
furniture and decor that had been delivered since they moved in,
making space for the couch and chairs set to arrive that afternoon.
She stood to look at the nightstand she had assembled, admiring
her handiwork, when she looked outside again. Looking back on it
later, Sonya would think of that moment as a silent film, clearly in the
horror genre. The children, the trees, and the field beyond even
looked sort of muted, at least in her memory.
Maddie's face was twisted in a look of horror, her hands withdrawn
to her chest. Max was crouched at the small fence between the two
yards, another stick he'd found raised back over his shoulder. He
brought it down on what Sonya determined was a squirrel. It
appeared huddled in place, fur missing, its bushy tail far more ragged
than it should be. She realized, too, that the reason Maddie wasn't
doing more was the placement of Max's other arm, keeping her away.
It appeared to take him little effort to withhold her, though she was
clearly pushing into him with all her body weight, wailing.
Sonya rushed outside where Max only paused for a moment in
what he was doing to glance her way. If not for grabbing his wrist, the
squirrel may have received its final blow. She noticed in passing
blood and fur at the end of the stick where he must have been poking
at it before he cornered it.
"That's just about enough," Sonya didn't recognize the gruffness of
her voice. With no need for a further invitation, the squirrel bolted,
and Maddie rushed to her side. Sonya escorted her inside, arm
around her shoulders, stick in hand.
"I don't think we'll be seeing the neighbors anymore."
"Ever?"
"I'd like to stop before we get the same treatment as that squirrel
and the tulips."
Maddie said nothing as they waited for the couch delivery.
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CHAPTER SIX

SONYA FLOPPED DOWN ON THE COUCH AFTER ARRANGING THE
other furniture around it when she realized Maddie was no longer in
the room. She'd watched from the stairs as the two men carried the
couch into the house and Sonya directed them to the proper place.
"Maddie?" Sonya called across the house. "Are you hungry? I think
I'm going to make a fruit salad before dinner."
But all she heard was the knife against the chopping block, no
other movement.
She finished her cuts and squeezed an orange over the blend
before putting the bowl in the fridge. The glass bottle was empty and
knocked over on its side on the top shelf.
Sonya approached Maddie's room, unsurprised to find it empty,
but felt her breath catching in her throat anyway. A quick glance at
both bathrooms, and she knew the house was empty. But outside, the
swingset, yard, and road, too, were bare.
She never listens, Sonya thought harshly as she approached
Katherine's front door.
"Sonya," Katherine said coolly. She smiled, but it reminded Sonya
of an animal baring its teeth rather than expressing pleasantness.
There was nothing pleasant about the flash of her teeth through her
brutally red lips. "What are you doing here?"
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"Maddie left the house," Sonya felt herself speaking much too fast.
"I—I was wondering if she was here."
"Mmm," Katherine trilled. "I distinctly remember you said the
children are not to play together anymore."
Sonya took a step back. "I didn't discuss that with you."
"I have ears, Sonya." Her eyes were piercing. "Now, if you'd please
excuse me—"
"Wait, Katherine, please—if you know where Maddie is—"
But the door was already closed.

THE POLICE STATION. THE FIRE DEPARTMENT. THE SCHOOL.
Sonya stood at the bay windows and looked out in the backyard,
studying the bare swing. She spiraled through the front door, up and
down the road, yelling along the cornfield line, even peeking in the
mailbox. Back inside, she sat down on the couch and rocked, unsure
of who else to call.
Knock on the wall, hard, if you need anything. I have—
Sonya balled her hand into a fist and pounded the wall five times,
half-expecting a dent to be left behind.
She waited. Silence responded.
She rapt on the wall three more times and rocked on the balls of
her feet. But she didn't wait for a response this time, pummeling the
wall with both of her fists. "Maddie Maddie Maddie Maddie! Answer
your mother," she called through her teeth.
A chuckle came through the wall and crept into Sonya's bones.
The laugh was a low, haughty, sophisticated laugh, Sonya imagined
coming from red lips. Behind it came the echo of two distinctly
childlike laughs.
Sonya pressed her ear up to the wall and though the laughs were
coming from just beyond the wall, there was an echo there, too, like
the other woman and the lost children were standing somewhere
hollow, like a dungeon or a cave.
"That's impossible," Sonya muttered as she hurried from the house.
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Sonya's fists thundered on Katherine's front door. As it opened,
Sonya attempted to go in.
"Whoa, excuse me," Katherine smiled tightly. "Where do you think
you're going?"
"I'm coming inside," Sonya said coldly. "I'm here for my daughter.
Get out of my way."
"No," Katherine's arms stretched across the doorway, and Sonya
realized how much muscle the small woman had. She chuckled. "No.
Maddie could not possibly be here."
"I heard you three laughing," she insisted. "I could hear you
through the wall."
"Are you spying on me?" That cold smile again. "I had no idea you
cared so much."
Sonya shuffled in place, her lips tight.
"Like I said: Maddie is not here. I know who's in my house."
"No. No, please—" Sonya started to cry. "I know you know where
she is."
"Go home, Sonya," Katherine looked in her eyes, and Sonya could
see kindness there, sympathy. "I know how stressed you must be.
You're exhausted. I promise, I'm keeping an eye out. I made some
calls. No one has seen her. No one is coming."
That made Sonya feel cold. "No one—what do you mean no one is
coming?"
Katherine's smile spread wide across her face. "You should know
no one ever comes out here," she trilled. "That damn lake and these
fields? They're afraid of it." She was practically spitting in excitement.
Sonya's voice was gone. "But... but why would they be?"
"Because the rumors are true." Katherine flipped her hair
nonchalantly. She flicked her eyes up and down Sonya's body like she
had when they met. "But I'm sure your Madalyn is fine."
"Katherine—no, Katherine—" but the door was closed again.

SONYA ROCKED HARD ON THE COUCH, HANDS TO HER TEMPLES
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as she tried to think of what to do next. Katherine was not wrong that
people—whether they were a police officer or an average citizen
passing through the "downtown" square—were reluctant to come out
to the farmhouse in the middle of the cornfields, just northwest of the
man-made lake. Everyone hid behind the same excuses—"too shortstaffed for the drive today" or "need to wait twenty-four hours before
declaring Maddie as 'missing'"—but she knew that's what they were:
excuses.
Beyond her own shuddering breath, she heard new noises through
the living room wall. There were pattering feet moving back and
forth, clearly the footfalls of children in a rousing round of tag, likely
chastised by Katherine to be more careful around the china.
But the pattering turned to thudding: first like dishes had snapped
against the walls, and then a full-body fall, studded with a shrill
scream. Maddie.
The neighbor's front door was opening before Sonya even realized
she had left the couch. She pushed forward, punched, grabbed at
Katherine's hair, anything that would get her past the threshold.
Sonya halted, the room before her dark and dusty. It clearly was a
mirror of her living room and kitchen, but it was unfurnished and
dilapidated as if this side of the duplex had never been renovated.
A laugh rose behind Sonya that made a chill up down her back,
settling into her neck. She turned, seeing Katherine leaning against
the closed door, arms crossed over her chest.
She grinned wildly. "I knew you had it in you."
"What do you mean?"
Katherine rolled her eyes. "Well, it's about time you showed what
you were willing to do for your daughter."
Sonya couldn't breathe. "Where's Maddie? What have you done to
Madd—"
"Madalyn," Katherine's voice was the sing-song of a dead bird.
"She's fine. She's in the village."
"The village? What-what village?"
"Go and see," Katherine taunted, her eyes pointing to the back of
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the house.
"God—" Sonya rushed through the barren living room and noted
the broken kitchen before she passed into the hallway where the first
bathroom should have been. It was there, but the door was unhinged
at the top, leaning into a filthy room with a broken sink, cracked
bathtub, and snapped pipe where the toilet should have been. She
hurried forward but stumbled to a stop at the threshold to the dining
room, where a massive hole in the floor greeted her, looking down
into the chasm-like basement.
"That's where the laughing came from," she muttered, her hands
shuddering at her sides as she thought of entering the dark space.

SONYA TIPTOED THROUGH THE BASEMENT, FINGERS TRACING
the wall on her right. She didn't want to think of what might be
cracking under her feet, twigs or leaves or bone, and she flinched at
the thickness of the cobwebs on the wall.
Her eyes squinted in the dark, still trying to adapt to the poor
light. She could sense that the hallway was narrowing, and there was
a wall ahead of her, but she knew she was heading in the right
direction. As she approached the wall, she realized there was a door,
and as she turned the glass, sparkling doorknob, she could see it was
a dark, blood red.
The room on the other side was gloomy and gray, but she could
see with the help of the candles lit around the room. There were
symbols etched into the stone-like floor, and the room was
completely empty except for the candles, the etchings, and a chair.
A sharp clicking sound rose behind her, followed by a whispy
laugh that carried around the dark space. Sonya turned. Though she
was only seven years old, Maddie approached confidently on a pair of
stiletto heels. She was wearing a tiny black mini skirt over black
leggings that made her legs look even longer. Her button-down shirt
was otherworldly white, and her red-brown hair was bone-straight.
She came to a stop in the room, and in the candlelight, Sonya
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could see her more clearly. Her face appeared frail and thin, and
Sonya swore she'd grown taller again. But most terribly, Sonya
decided, was the appearance of Maddie's blue eyes. Though they were
still blue, she saw flashes of white in them when her daughter
blinked.
Her heels no longer clicking on the stone, Sonya could hear the
whispering in the walls she was suddenly certain had been there all
along, Max's boylike cackle and Katherine's haunting laugh rising
from the candle flames.
Maddie smiled at her mother through shocking, perfect red lips.
"Hello, Mother."

"WHAT DID SHE DO TO YOU, MADDIE?" SONYA'S VOICE WAS ONLY
a whisper, all life sucked from her throat.
"Oh, Sonya," Katherine taunted as she entered the room. "Isn't she
lovely?"
"But what did you do?" Her voice was shuddering.
"I told you the day that we met... You didn't need to raise someone
so beautiful alone." Katherine circled behind Maddie, flicking her
hand through the girl's hair, before approaching Sonya, forcing her
to back up. "We're all here to help, but you didn't want it. I had to find
another way."
"The—the elixir," Sonya thought fast, still backing away.
"God, yes," Katherine threw her head back in exasperation. "The
elixir, everything I said to Madalyn while she was ill, the playdates
with Max—though I admit, the squirrel thing was a bit garish, and
biting her may have been a bit much, so Max and I had to have a long
talk about that before he could see reason—" She smiled wickedly,
and Sonya suddenly feared for what may have happened to the boy.
Katherine threw her hands forward, knocking Sonya into the chair
and forcing her to sit. "You just needed a little help, darling," she
trilled. "It takes a village to raise a child."
"This isn't a village that I want," Sonya spat.
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"That's your mistake." Katherine spun on her heel, Maddie silently
turning to follow.
"Maddie, Maddie, Maddie, listen—" Sonya urged her daughter,
unable to rise from the chair. "We need to go. Let's go. We can go back
home, honey."
"Home is gone, Mother. You said so yourself," Maddie spoke over
her shoulder, her voice breezy and adultlike.
"No, no, it's not. We can go back. Think of your school, your old
friends, Daddy's family in Florida, the trees—"
Maddie turned on her heel toward her mother and stared. She
smiled wickedly, the lipstick seeming to stretch across her face like a
scar, and her teeth like small, white daggers in her mouth.
She backed up, eyes locked on her mother as she crossed the
threshold into the hallway. Sonya still unable to rise, and horribly
aware she'd never be able to, Maddie eased the door closed with black
shining nails against the shocking red door. The glass doorknob on
this side of the door shone in the candlelight.
As the door closed, Madalyn trilled through the gap, "What trees?"

—32—

CHAPTER SEVEN

SOMEWHERE FAR AWAY, SONYA WAS DROWNING.
"Mom? Mom? Are you okay? Can you hear me?" Maddie's voice
broke into Sonya's thoughts, and she choked, liquid shooting up her
nose. Hands were holding her up by her shoulders.
Sonya spat and sputtered, tea spilling across the kitchen table.
She instinctively grabbed at her face and throat. A dishcloth was held
out to her, which she patted across her skin.
Sonya looked up and met with familiar blue eyes and red-brown
hair. "Maddie," she grabbed her and pulled her into an embrace. "Are
you okay?"
"I'm fine, Mom. Are you okay? You fell asleep in your tea!"
Sonya chuckled, running her hands back through her hair and
looking around. There was no couch in the living room or other
furniture. She could smell burning cookies in the oven.
"Oh no," she rushed to the oven, hurriedly throwing on oven mitts.
"These were supposed to go to the neighbors."
"Neighbors?" Maddie sat on the kitchen chair on her knees,
watching her mom. "You mean the ones that are way down the road?"
"No, I mean next door, silly." Sonya poked at the chocolate chip
cookies, still salvageable.
"No one lives there, though," Maddie's voice was soft.
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Sonya locked eyes with her daughter and somehow knew she was
right. "Yes, I thought we could use these after our long trip."
"They're for us, then?" Maddie was visibly excited.
"Yes, perfect for a Friday afternoon."
"It's... Tuesday, Mom. We just got here yesterday, remember?"
"Oh... yes." Sonya pinched herself, trying to figure out what was real.
What could she remember? When had she made the tea?
She looked by the front door, and the cardboard box with its bright
smiling face was still sitting there. Maddie and Max had not played.
There was no squirrel, no decor and furniture delivery, no couch on
the way. No Katherine and Maxwell.
Sonya suddenly felt overwhelmed with all she still needed to do,
the calls she would need to "remake," and the quiet there'd be without
neighbors next door.
"Are you okay, Mom?" Maddie's eyebrows were knit tight together
on her forehead.
Sonya figured out how to smile. "I'm just thinking of all the fun
adventures we're going to have together here. You and me."
A squealing sound passed by the house, but Sonya refused to look,
refused to lock eyes again with the man who wouldn't stop staring.
Sonya gave a quick drum to the countertop, refocusing. "These
cookies need some milk," she said too brightly.
Maddie gave a loud, refreshingly childlike mmm! from behind her
as Sonya turned to the fridge. But when she opened the door, she
froze, all happiness and baking aroma forgotten.
On the top shelf was the abandoned glass bottle, lying on its side.

—34—

Thank You
for Reading

October 29, 2021

Stay Tuned
THE FULL HORROR STORY COLLECTION THAT "THE DUPLEX" CALLS HOME.
A witchy retelling of the “Twelve Days of Christmas” that leaves the
holiday season a little too red. An under-the-sea origin story after a
baby is abandoned from the side of a boat in a wooden crate. A
grandmother singing a werewolf home. A mother who loses her child
inside an abandoned house where she hears laughing—and
screaming—in the walls. A guy suspicious he’s trapped in his own
rendition of The Truman Show after a long drive that seemed to go
nowhere. A teen who thinks the BMV is run by vampires looking for
insurance money... and more.
What We Find in the Dark is filled with dark retellings and quirky
renditions of the normal and mundane things we overlook in
everyday life. Equally a collection for lovers of horror stories and a
contender for those experiencing the g enre for the first time, these
stories are arriving just in time for an extra spooky Halloween.

About the Author
MCKENZIE LYNN TOZAN LIVES AND WRITES IN EUROPE WITH HER
family, where she works as a full-time freelancer, poet, novelist, and
book reviewer. She received her MFA in Poetry from Western Michigan
University and her BA in English/BS in Education from Indiana
University, where she began her work in publishing.
Her poems have appeared in Rogue Agent, Whale Road Review, New
Mexico Review, and Encore Magazine, among others; and her book
reviews and essays have appeared on The Rumpus, Green Mountains
Review, Percolately, and Motherly, and more. What We Find in the
Dark is her first full-length horror story collection (forthcoming
October 2021). Other forthcoming works include a literary
fiction/magical realism novel, a paranormal YA series, a collection of
dinosaur poems, a book of essays, and a collection of horror ghazals.
When she's not writing, she enjoys reading, nature, photography,
piano, and spending time with her husband, their three children, and
their cat, dividing their time between Croatia and Chicago.
For more, visit her at www.mckenzielynntozan.com.

