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Dennis Lange’s wife found his text messages and told him to be gone by the end of the day. He said if it counted for anything, they were just texts. He hadn’t fucked her. Helena said no, it didn’t count for anything. Dennis didn’t argue beyond that. He found an Airbnb eight miles away, in Orono, thinking at least it was closer to work.

He’d been there for six days when he first saw the tree.

By then he didn’t have a job to go to anymore—so much for moving closer to campus—and he had plenty of time for walks in the woods. His rule for himself was he had to take a walk before he could have a drink or text her, even though Parker Townsend wasn’t answering his text messages anymore. You had to make rules for yourself, and you had to follow them, or you really were lost.

Even though he rarely wanted the walk, he was always glad for it once he got going, if only because it got him out of the house. The Airbnb was a dismal one-story, two-bedroom ranch, dark brown on the outside with yellow shutters, set at the end of a mile-long gravel road and situated in the shadow of forty-foot pines. It was dark inside all day long. The trees smothered the place in shadows. The drop ceiling was blotched with tea-colored stains, as if animals had died in the attic and bled through the boards. Maybe that was the case: there were certainly animals living up there, scrabbling about at night as they contended for nesting spots.

It was better outside, even when he found himself tramping along in soaked boots, sopping ferns whapping at his shins, mosquitoes whining in his ears. He followed the same route every day, cutting through the trees behind the house to reach a trail that wandered across a couple of miles of northern Maine forest. The path lassoed a pond with reedy, marshy edges, a pool of water roughly the shape of a horse’s cock. It took forty-five minutes to make the circuit and get home.

He was grateful for the green gloom, the dripping pines, the stillness that was like the world holding its breath. The only hint of the modern world came about midway through the walk, when, for about a quarter of a mile, the path ran parallel to Stillwater Avenue, separated only by a thin screen of pines. Through the trees Dennis could see a place that sold tractors, a Dollar Store, a Dunkin’, a Mobil station. A guy in a shabby University of Maine sweater was usually seated on the side of the road, by the entrance to the gas station, with a cardboard sign that read:

Homeless Hungry Vet

Love is Free but Lunch Costs Money

Dennis thought the derelict must like a liquid lunch best, sitting by the side of the trail, bottle of Fireball Cinnamon Whisky in hand, smelling like Christmas. The guy had a cat, black with a white triangle on its forehead and eyes of the most startling, otherworldly blue. Dennis had bent to stroke him, and the bum gave his head a little shake.

“Not if you prize your fingers,” he said, and Dennis took his hand back and went on his way.

All this Dennis observed before he had passed a week in the gloomy house in Orono. He must’ve walked past the monster tree every day without seeing it. He might never have noticed it at all except one morning, when he was two hundred feet from the house, he realized he needed to take a whiz, and he was too listless from his hangover to walk back. Rain smacked and fell through the leaves as he stepped off the trail, unzipping his jeans. He froze, digging one hand into his open fly. There it was.

He didn’t know he was looking at a sycamore, didn’t know anything about trees. It was leaning backwards and had been partially torn from the earth, the root pan wrenched out of the dirt to open a great dark maw like an angry, screaming mouth. A child could easily slip into the hole beneath the root pan and disappear. It was March, and the trees were budding around the pond, but this one remained as bare as if it was high winter. There were a pair of holes about seven feet above the root pan, one slightly higher than the other. Eyes, he thought. Its great branches clawed at the sky, open like a few dozen crooked, arthritic fingers . . . the fingers of a skeletal giant.

His gaze ran up the length of it and back down, and that’s when he saw it: a pale glint of something stuck into the trunk, about three feet below one of those eyes. It looked like a sliver of bone. He walked across the damp crunch of leaves and old twigs, and that pale sliver flashed, pearly and opalescent.

It was the handle of a jackknife, the blade buried deep in the soft wood. The bark had been stripped away around the knife, and someone had carved messages into the slick gray surface of the trunk. One said:

4/12/39

Another said:

Got Troy and Troy’s Dad but we stopped it here

Joey Shane Ray Chris fall ’53

Another said:

fuck this tree

The last, directly beneath the knife, said:

Don’t Touch

Dennis bent and narrowed his eyes. The knife handle was made of a glossy, milky plastic and had a cartoon of Jesus printed on it. Christ stood in spotless robes, one hand on the shoulder of a Boy Scout with pink, dimpled cheeks. Other Boy Scouts were seated politely before them, presumably taking in the Good News. A woodsy cursive script read: Christ’s Church Boy Scout Troop 1953 • Vincit Qui Se Vincit. Dennis smiled to see it and to think of a time when churches would cheerfully distribute jackknives to ten-year-old boys.

He himself had wanted a jackknife more than anything when he was ten. He longed to stab and hack his way out of a desperate situation: to hold off bullies, or wolves, or maybe a mountain lion. To defend a girl in a torn blouse, with bruised lips and tears welling in her grateful eyes. Funny how those fantasies started early. His mother had told him absolutely not, ever, she wasn’t going to explain to some furious parent why their kid was in the ER with a knife in the eye. Now, twenty years later, Dennis’s marriage was fucked, and his briefly promising career looked just about over, all because of a girl he never actually got to have, just like he never got to have the knife. He was sick of wanting and not getting—story of his life—which was why he took the handle of the knife and wiggled it back and forth until it came free. He thought the blade would be rusty, but it was as clean and bright as if it had just been forged.

The mechanism, on the other hand, had rusted, and it took some force to fold the blade back into the handle. Nothing that couldn’t be fixed with some oil and a wire brush. And the second time he snapped his wrist, the knife flipped open with a satisfying whik!

The wind gusted at his back, and the sycamore groaned. Dennis glanced up uneasily and backed away. Sooner or later this sick old tree was going over, would topple back down the leaf-carpeted slope behind it. The pond lapped at the bottom of the embankment. When the tree fell, most of it would wind up in the water.

He wondered how much a tree that big weighed. A ton? Five tons? Was that possible? He didn’t know, was no woodsman. He didn’t know about trees, he didn’t know the name of the body of water, he didn’t know what he was going to do with himself if his academic career was over, he didn’t know why he hadn’t stopped sexting with Parker Townsend when things were obviously going too far. What he knew best was scandal, which was pretty funny, considering.

Dennis folded the knife and went on with his walk. He put his hand in his pocket now and then, just to move his thumb over the glossy handle. It felt like a lucky charm, and he needed some good luck. He had had all he could stand of the other kind. He couldn’t wait to put the jackknife to use—he just needed an excuse.
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Dennis had written the book on scandal, his only book, while he was a junior professor in the sociology department at the University of Colorado—Colorado Springs and picking up spare hours as a barista at Starbucks to make ends meet. It was built on the back of his dissertation, and it was about the marketing and selling of celebrity scandal, going all the way back to Oscar Wilde’s trial. He titled it We Want the Dirt because he always thought that would be a good name for an album, though he couldn’t even play a guitar. We Want the Dirt was published by Dartmouth College Press, which put out a small print run of a couple thousand copies. Then it got a starred review in Publishers Weekly, and another good (and entirely unexpected) review in the New York Times, and in the end, HarperCollins bought the paperback rights and put out an edition with quotes from Hugh Grant and Anderson Cooper on the back, and if it didn’t exactly make Dennis Lange a celebrity himself, it put a few bucks in his bank account and won him a tenure-track job at the University of Maine.

From his first semester on campus, his classes were always full. His score on Rate My Professors was so high, he was considered something of a rock star academic, at least in the 660 acres of the UMO campus. Parker Townsend took one class after another with him, and in her sophomore year he agreed to serve as her adviser. Her work was clever and witty and conversational, a little too conversational to warrant As. The first time she texted about sleeping with him, it was a joke: “this reading is fucking me harder than you do in my schoolgirl fantasies.” She had actually deleted that text . . . but not before he’d read it. They kidded about schoolgirl crushes and “Don’t Stand So Close to Me” and making scandals of their own for months before she sent the first nude.

You had to have rules, and you had to stick to them. He told her he wouldn’t cheat on his wife, and he meant it. Sexting wasn’t infidelity—it was fantasy, a release valve for the pressure that built up from the relentless grind of grading term papers, planning classes, and holding his own in increasingly contentious faculty meetings. It was good for both of them, he thought, until suddenly it wasn’t. Now he was getting divorced, and Parker Townsend’s father was on the phone with the dean every couple of days, calling him a groomer, saying he didn’t belong near kids.

“Her father needs to read the university’s bylaws about sexual fraternization between students and teachers,” Dennis had said one night, on the phone with Gabino Pacacio, the only one left in the department who was still taking his calls. “And after that her dad can read her filthy fuckin’ texts and ask who was grooming who.”

“Dude,” Gabino said. “The bylaws say if you’re her adviser or her teacher, you got a problem. And that’s what they’ve said for decades. I’m not trying to stick it to you, man, I’m just telling you what is. What are you going to say if Parker says she thought she had to send you dirty pics or you’d flunk her? Or that you’d keep her from graduating?”

“She wouldn’t say that because she knows it isn’t true,” he told Gabino, but sweat had prickled on his brow, and suddenly he didn’t want to be on the phone anymore. “And because we’re friends. Friends don’t fuck friends.”

“Well, thank God for that, bro,” Gabino said. “The fact that you didn’t fuck her is the only thing you got going for you right now.”

The truth was, he wasn’t sure what Parker would say. She had moved back in with her parents, couldn’t face the other kids, couldn’t go to class. He wasn’t sure how she’d feel after a few months of her father saying she had been under Dennis’s sway, that he had manipulated her and led her on.

Had he? He didn’t know anymore. It had always felt like she was steering the conversation. She was the bold one, the one always ready to intensify things. On the other hand, he was the one who was thirty, with a PhD and a wife.

“Look at it this way,” Gabino told him. “Scandal be your thing. Now you’ve got the subject for your next book.”

“Yeah,” Dennis said. “But who’s going to publish it?”

Even Gabino only talked to him on the phone. Dennis didn’t dare ask to meet him for a beer. He was afraid any request would be met by an awkward, fumbling excuse.

Anyway, he didn’t really want to go drinking with Gabino. He wanted to drink alone, in his gloomy, shit-colored rental under the pines, with rain always falling on the roof. His stomach hurt all the time, and drinking was the only thing that unknotted it enough to give him any peace. His stomach hurt like someone had stuck him with a knife, it hurt like someone had put a skewer right through him. He was still waiting to see if something vital had been punctured.
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He walked past the monster tree, and his heart took a funny swerve in his chest—it really felt as if the whole thumping muscle jumped an inch to the right—and he turned back.

“What the fuck?” he said aloud. “No, seriously.” He had talked to himself throughout his childhood and well into college, often practicing material for his ultimately failed attempt at stand-up comedy. Since moving into the Airbnb, the habit had returned.

His first impression was that the tree had moved . . . that it had come forwards. The thought unnerved him so badly, it seemed to cause all the hairs on his head to rise up subtly, as if lifted by static electricity. The sycamore was on the very edge of the path, where it hadn’t been before, and he knew it hadn’t been because he had walked through the brush looking for a concealed place to take a leak, and that was how he’d found it. It startled him, the aggressive way the big tree seemed to loom over the trail, like a boxer trying to intimidate a smaller opponent when they meet in the center of the ring to touch gloves. When he saw it that first time, it had been tilting backwards, just about ready to fall over and slide down the slope towards the pond below. It was nowhere near the slope now, nowhere near the water.

He breathed out and remembered how much he had been drinking and how skewed his thoughts had been lately. Only last night, he had climbed in the car to drive downstate to Parker’s house, had even driven three miles, a beer can between his thighs, before he thought, What are you going to do, sit in the car across the street and wait for her parents to leave? How long before her folks notice you and call the cops? What if Parker calls them, you asshole? You think sexting got you in trouble, how about a stalking charge? Imagining that a tree had moved a few yards was nothing compared to some of the deranged shit that had been going through his head lately.

And it hadn’t moved, because trees didn’t go for a walk. Maybe it wasn’t even the same tree. He saw the same two gouges in the trunk that almost looked like eyes, but a lot of trees probably bore such marks. Only, no. He stepped closer, placing his feet carefully among the snaking roots, and soon found what he was looking for: the messages carved into the old and tender wood.

4/12/39

and

fuck this tree

Fuck this tree—that was a funny thing to carve into the wood. But then he had been an angry kid himself, desperate to wound something, to ruin something. He had been angry at his father, not for cheating on his mother but for getting caught. He had been angry at his mother for not being interesting enough to keep her husband from fucking the dental hygienists who worked for him, and even angrier at her for remarrying, hitching herself to a man Dennis despised, a man who thought nothing of slapping a book out of his hands to get his attention. He had seethed his way through most of his thirteenth year, and in those days he would’ve stuck a jackknife into a tree, a tire, or his stepfather’s leg, if he could’ve just got his hands on one.

He reminded himself that he was not exactly the mountain-man type, and even in this small scrap of forest, it would be easy for a guy like him to get completely turned around. He still got lost sometimes, trying to find his way to his designated lecture hall, two years into his professorship at UMO. If he really thought the sycamore had dragged itself closer to the path, he was drinking far too much, or not nearly—

One of the roots shifted and pressed against his ankle, snaking gently around it. His knees wobbled, and a cold pump of adrenaline hit his bloodstream in a rush. He took a stumbling step back, a scream rising in his throat, and then he saw it wasn’t a root, it was a cat, purring throatily as it rubbed against him. He almost booted it away but caught himself before he could. Maybe he wasn’t one of the world’s notable good guys—his recent track record certainly didn’t reflect well—but Dennis hadn’t quite got to the stage of kicking harmless animals. The cat was as startled as he was and didn’t expect him to recoil so forcefully. It arched its back and stared at him with eyes that were an unnatural, even hallucinatory blue. He knew this cat, had seen it with the derelict who begged outside the Mobil.

His mouth was dry, and he felt shaky, but also like laughing. Maybe he would take it easy with the rum and Cokes tonight. He turned and bent to scratch the cat behind the ears, but it flattened itself to the ground and hissed. Dennis stepped back, right into a low gnarly branch, which stabbed him in the nape of the neck. This time he did cry out. The cat bolted, crashing away into the undergrowth.

He grabbed his neck where he had been stuck, then lowered his hand and looked at a spot of blood. Shook his head.

“Last time I turn my back on you,” he told the tree.
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His wife called to let him know he had mail. Some of it looked official, stuff from the school. The thought made his stomach clench, gave him the skewered feeling. That would be a summons to account for himself in front of the department heads. Helena told him when she’d be out of the house. She didn’t want to see him when he came to collect his post. He understood. She told him she was going to Cape Cod at the end of the week.

“Alone or with someone?” he asked.

She said it was none of his fucking business, then relented and said she was meeting a couple of her besties from college, taking a week’s vacation to drink white wine, eat ice cream, and cry about their bad marriages.

“I realized this morning why you wrote that book,” she said. “Your book about scandal. The idea of it always turned you on. Debasing someone. Debasing yourself. Doing something secret and wrong. The more wrong it was, the hotter it was, am I right?”

“As addictive as heroin,” he said. He had never lied to Helena about anything. Another of his rules: no lies. He had got around it by simply not telling her lots of things. “At least I assume it’s like doing heroin. I had a pinch of cocaine in college once and panicked for a week that I was going to wind up homeless and blowing dudes in truck-station bathrooms for drug money. I never had the intestinal fortitude to be a drug addict.”

She laughed. It wasn’t a happy laugh, though.

“At least we didn’t have a child,” she said. “You only fucked up one kid for life, and it wasn’t ours. I can console myself with that.”

“Oh, bullshit. She’s twenty, not twelve. She initiated everything. She sent the first sext, the first photo.” Parker Townsend was only ever she when they talked about her, as if her name was a toxic compound, something that needed to be kept safely bottled up.

“How terrible for you,” Helena said. “You were horribly victimized.” She laughed that mirthless laugh again. “You didn’t ever think, not once, that maybe she didn’t need you to reciprocate her self-loathing fantasies? It didn’t cross your mind that maybe she needed you to be a nice fucking guy? Take her aside and say, ‘You asked me to be your adviser, so I’m going to advise you. You’re a good kid, but we shouldn’t be working together, and I think it would be helpful for you to talk to one of the campus mental health counselors.’ But you couldn’t do that and get what you wanted.”

“If I wanted her so badly, how come we never met at a hotel?”

“Oh, Dennis. I never said you wanted her. You wanted this. You wanted to smash your marriage and your job and your life, all of it, into a thousand shiny little pieces.”

“Why would anyone want that?”

“Why do little kids break windows?” his soon-to-be ex-wife asked. “Children love the sound of smashing glass. Firebugs love a book of matches.”
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Dennis put a couple of waffles in the toaster and poured a glass of orange juice, hoping that if he got some sugar in his blood, it would alleviate the feeling that his head was being crushed between a pair of invisible steel plates. He sat at the cheap folding table, eating his Eggos with Vermont Maid syrup, and thinking about the tree . . . now with a mix of amusement and chagrin. Yesterday, standing in the woods, with the wind whooshing in the tops of the pines, the idea that the tree had somehow moved had rattled him a little. But now it was the first day of April, and his alarm of the day before seemed like a doltish April Fools’ joke he had played on himself. He’d probably misjudged how close the sycamore was to the slope. If he wanted to worry about something, maybe he should worry about his newfound obsession with a dead tree. It didn’t seem like the kind of thing a healthy mind would focus on. He would have a look at it anyway, on his walk.

He examined Parker’s Instagram, but there had been no update in three months.

He reread the last eight texts he had sent her.

He looked over some of the private photos she had sent him, until his blood got racy and strange, and he put the phone down. He needed to do something with himself, so he took the car back to the house in Bangor, which he still thought of as home, to collect his post. The little two-bedroom was dark and still, and it felt as if it had been abandoned for months. It already had the anonymous, uncluttered look of a place that had been put up for sale. He went through his mail, hoping in a wishful, sad sort of way to find a letter from Parker, not that his wife would’ve kept that. Instead, he used the jackknife to slit open a letter from the dean, which gave a date for him to defend himself against a gathering of department heads. He was warned that, given the facts, he should not “anticipate an outcome that would allow you to continue here in your current role.” He tossed the letter back on the counter, his mouth sticky and unpleasant with the aftertaste of Eggos and imitation maple syrup.

He didn’t feel any better when he got back to his Airbnb. He stared at his shit-colored rental with resentment. He didn’t think he could go inside, so he went for a walk instead.

It was a morning of watery, frail sunshine, the skies a pale clear blue, empty but for a few cartoonishly fat white clouds. A week of rain dripped in the trees. It felt good to move, to stretch his legs, and Dennis found himself, in those first minutes of his walk, feeling unaccountably hopeful. His marriage was over. His teaching career was done. And for no reason he could put a finger on, he felt inexplicably liberated, as if he were a schoolboy again and it was the first day of summer. Anything could happen now. Maybe he would write another book. Maybe he would go back to stand-up. All the things that disqualified him from marriage and academia might make for some winning comic material. That was almost exactly what he had argued in his book: that in America, even disgrace could be monetized. Even shame had market value.

His good mood lasted until he reached the place where the sycamore should have been. It wasn’t there. He frowned, wondering if he’d already passed it. He turned and began to retrace his steps, scanning the right-hand side of the trail. Still nothing, and after another ten steps he was sure he had gone too far. He was still pondering this when he began to tune in to the sound of bluebottle flies, thrumming with excitement. Dennis turned his head, peering about for the source of the sound.

The cat hung from the low branch of a tree on the left-hand side of the path. It was limp and soaked from the rain, tossed over the bough like a lost sock filled with sand. Its eyes were open but had lost that quality of fluorescence and were now the dull gray blue of cataracts, of blindness. It took a moment to see that its head had been twisted around backwards, as if someone had tried to unscrew its skull from its neck. Flies crawled in its fur, swarmed around it in the rising heat of the morning.

The night before he had started with old-fashioneds, then switched to drinking the whiskey neat when he was no longer able to puzzle out the mysterious chemistry of mixing a cocktail. He had finished half a bottle of Maker’s Mark, and now the cat made his stomach squirm with nausea. He was moving his tongue around the inside of his dry mouth when he looked past the cat at the trunk of the tree into which it had been tossed and got his second jolt of the morning.

“No,” he said aloud. His voice didn’t sound like his own. “No, that isn’t right.”

His legs felt unsteady beneath him. He stepped off the trail, boots crunching in the deadfall. He already knew what he was looking at, but he circled halfway around the tree to be sure. And there, on the far side of the sycamore, hidden from the path, were the “eyes” gouged into the wood by dry rot and insects. And there was the graffiti scratched into the trunk:

Got Troy and Troy’s Dad but we stopped it here

Joey Shane Ray Chris fall ’53

And:

Don’t Touch

The problem was that the tree was on the wrong side of the path.

Dennis laughed, but it was like the way Helena laughed now, without a trace of humor.

The first time he saw the sycamore, he was well off the trail, looking for a place to take a piss. The second time it had been looming over the path, and he had been gripped by the vertiginous and somewhat hilarious notion that the tree had moved, had pulled itself closer to the footpath. He had talked himself out of the idea . . . more or less. Sycamores didn’t pull their roots up and go for a walk, after all.

But it had always been on the side of the path closest to the pond. Now it was on the other side of the trail. The first time he thought the sycamore had moved, it was possible that he had just been confused, misremembering, disorientated. Now, though—it had crossed the path. That was that.

He walked a slow circle around the tree. He lifted his head to consider the dead cat. Flies flashed in its grubby fur, iridescent and metallic. Dennis could smell it, the rank odor of wet fur, blood, and the ammonia reek of cat piss. The cat had not just had its head nearly yanked off, it had been crushed, its insides had been jellied and some of them had squirted out in ripe pink gobs from its rear end.

“Aw! Aw shit!”

He thought, for a moment, that he had spoken aloud again, because he had been thinking exactly that. But it was someone else, someone just a few paces down the path. When he looked along the length of the trail he saw the derelict who haunted the Mobil, not six paces away. He was a gaunt man, with a full, white, curly beard and a waxed canvas trucker cap. His eyes were as blue as the cat’s had been, glittering above pronounced cheekbones. His army jacket hung loose over a T-shirt that said:

Fentanyl Kills—Use Only Clean, Organic Crystal Meth

“The General!” cried the derelict. “The fuck happened to the General?” He looked from his slaughtered cat to Dennis, his eyes stunned and brilliant with tears.

“I found him like this,” he said and gestured weakly.

“Aw, General. Aw. Come down here.” The old man limped past Dennis to the tree and reached up to take the cat in his arms. Slimy loops of intestine draped over the back of his hand. He didn’t seem to mind. He didn’t mind the flies, either, some of which were already crawling in his beard. He looked up at Dennis and shook his head. “You think it was those shitty kids? There’s some kids around here, they dare each other to fuck with me. They stole my bicycle while I was in the bathroom at the Mobil. Another time they sneaked up on me while I was sleeping and wrote TRUMP 2020 on my forehead.” He lifted his hair to show his wrinkled, sunburned forehead. Dennis saw nothing written there and wondered if the old man was remembering something that had happened half a decade ago. “You think they did this?”

“No, man,” he said, and what came out of his own mouth next surprised him more than it seemed to surprise the old guy. “I think it was the tree.”
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The drifter took it pretty well.

“Yeah?” he asked, his mouth hanging open, smashed cat in his arms. He turned his head to gaze at the sycamore with a vacant, rheumatic curiosity.

“Yeah,” Dennis said. “I’ve been paying attention to this tree. It used to be over there, through the bushes. First time I saw it, I was looking for a place to take a leak. I noticed it because someone stuck an old jackknife into the trunk, a Boy Scout knife, from back in the days when they still gave Boy Scouts knives.”

“They don’t give ’em knives anymore?” asked the drifter, sounding alarmed. He was stroking the dead cat’s spine, a gesture that made Dennis feel both ill and sad.

“I don’t know, maybe they do,” he replied. “But that’s how I know it’s the same tree, man. The tree I saw over there had graffiti scratched into the trunk. Stuff about a kid named Troy and his father. Now the tree is all the way over here, and it’s gotta be the same tree because it’s got the same graffiti. Here, come see!”

The derelict obediently considered the marks on the bald patch in the trunk. Dennis had a thought then, wiggled his phone out of his pocket, and took some pictures of the graffiti.

“What happened to the knife?” asked the drifter.

“I took it home with me. I thought it might be collectible. But here, look—you can see where it was stuck in the tree.”

“Huh,” the drifter said, and nodded. “That’s probably why it’s moving. The knife wounded it so it couldn’t go anywhere. Now it’s getting better.”

Dennis didn’t much care for that idea, delivered in a tone of laconic wonder. It was a crazy thing to say—although on reflection, no more crazy than saying a sycamore was making its way through the forest.

The drifter rocked with his cat. “Maybe it doesn’t want people to see it moving. Maybe that’s why it stomped on my cat. No witnesses.” He looked down at the General and his face tightened with emotion and for a moment Dennis thought he might start crying again. Then he looked up. “They make radio towers that look like trees, you know. Disguised. You think it’s one of those?”

Dennis twisted his head and considered the sycamore: the dry rot, the elephant-skin bark. “No. Pretty sure it’s a real tree.” The root pan was still lifted out of the ground, although it didn’t gape quite like it had, and roots snaked away across the forest floor.

“I wouldn’t rule it out, brother,” said the derelict. “Maybe there’s someone hiding in there who hates cats. Might be a space inside for someone to operate the controls. He could be gone now, but that doesn’t mean he won’t be back.” He craned his neck to look back through the trees, as if the man who drove the sycamore through the woods might be wandering up the trail just then.

“Hey!” Dennis said, seized by a sudden idea. “What if you hang out here today and keep an eye out? I’d give you twenty bucks to watch this tree tonight.” When the drifter didn’t reply immediately, he added, “I’m good for another twenty tomorrow if you can tell me what it does in the night. Thing I can’t figure is, how does it uproot itself and go anywhere without leaving drag marks, right?”

“I have to bury my cat, man,” the drifter told him.

“I know. I respect that.”

“I think they’d give me a box for him at Dunkin’. There’s a big girl there with purple hair, she’s real nice to me. Gives me the stale donuts at the end of her shift. And she loved the General. She’ll probably cry when she finds out he’s gone.” The derelict’s eyes brightened. “I bet she’d give me a breakfast sammich for free today because of the General. She’s kind of pretty, you know. And she wouldn’t be so fat if she didn’t work at Dunkin’. It poisons young flesh, that place.”

“Yeah,” Dennis said, thinking this was the longest conversation he’d had all week.

“Twenty bucks?” said the drifter.

“And twenty tomorrow. What’s your name?”

“Does it matter?” the drifter said, and Dennis had to admit it didn’t.
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He crunched through the leaves all the way back to the house, the inside of his head humming like the flies around the dead cat. He was thrilled, had not been so amped up since those long-ago days of doing stand-up, on the rare occasions when he absolutely slayed. There was an opportunity here, if he could find the right angle. He could make something special out of this: a blog post, a TV appearance, a chance to get on a big podcast like Joe Rogan. He had discovered something like Sasquatch or a crashed UFO, except that unlike those ridiculous what-ifs, this was real. He had discovered an honest-to-God Ent, straight out of Lord of the Rings. At the very least, he saw the possibility of selling some T-shirts.

Only something wasn’t sitting right. It was like gobbling a delicious, buttery breakfast—eggs and fried potatoes and fat links of sausage beaded with grease—only to wonder afterwards if the meats had been ever so slightly spoiled. A qualm rested in him like the slightest touch of nausea, waiting to bloom into sickness.

What had the drifter said? That’s probably why it’s moving. The knife wounded it so it couldn’t go anywhere. Now it’s getting better.

Dennis could just about believe he had discovered an entirely new biological specimen, a literal freak of nature that could pull itself through the forest by its roots. Now that he thought about it, that wasn’t entirely unheard of in the study of trees. He thought he had read something in BuzzFeed once—one of their listicles, “23 Facts about the Natural World That’ll Make You Shit Your Pants”—about palm trees that made their slow way here and there around swamps. Was that in the Everglades?

The other thing he was thinking was: Parker Townsend might come up to the house to see a tree that could move. He knew she liked the outdoors. She bought clothes from Patagonia. He wondered how to present the idea to her without sounding crazy. After a sticky walk on a humid afternoon to see the tree, she would want to shower, and once she was out of her clothes, they were just naturally going to fuck each other silly. He felt she owed him a fuck at this point. He was doing the time—he might as well get the pleasure of doing the crime.

Thinking about how he would fuck her and where—the bed? kitchen floor? over the back of the couch?—cheered him up, and for a while he was able to suppress that gentle touch of unease. When he got back into the shit-brown house, he didn’t even open a beer. He made tea instead. He wanted to keep his thoughts sharp, was feeling almost like a rock star professor again.

He fired up his laptop. He googled “palm trees that walk” and found out they grew in Ecuador, not the Everglades. And it was misleading to claim they “walked.” They threw roots in the direction of sunlight and good soil and then started to lean in that direction, allowing old roots to wither and die behind them. They might shuffle ten or twenty meters over the course of a year. His tree had moved at least that far in a single night.

His thoughts whirled. He worked on an email to Parker. He wrote the first paragraph ten times before he gave up and left it unfinished. He had the idea that he should buy a motion-activated video camera, the sort of thing people hung up so they could see if raccoons were getting into the garbage. If he could capture footage of the tree walking, he could take it straight to Inside Edition. He spent half an hour pricing out cameras on Amazon. In a week’s time, he wouldn’t be a #metoo professor who’d lost his job and was careening towards an ugly divorce . . . he’d be #TheEntGuy, sitting on a couch and trading jokes with Whoopi Goldberg in front of a national TV audience. He began to compose a rough blog post.

It was dark before he thought of the graffiti. Or the jackknife.
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His blog post was about halfway there—it was titled “American Ent”—and he was thinking it needed images, because the truth was, people preferred looking to reading. But when he examined the pictures on his phone, he saw he had forgotten to take a good, wide, scenic shot of his walking sycamore that showed the gaping mouth of its root pan and the eyes gouged into the bark. (He knew it was a sycamore by then, had identified the species after browsing a few horticultural sites.) But he had photographed the graffiti chipped into the peeled, bare circle on the side of the trunk: 4/12/39. Funny, people sometimes carved dates into trees, but usually they enclosed them in hearts, marking a romantic moment. This was just a bare date, with a harsh scratch under it as if for emphasis.

He googled “what happened 4/12 1939” and learned that on that day in history, Albania had crowned a new king. Maybe some Albanian had gone for a hike and had to share the good news with the nearest big tree? Seemed improbable. He tried “what happened April 12 1939 Orono Maine.” The headline in the Bangor Daily News read “Vigilante Justice: Choir Director Hung in Orono.” The photo beside it made his mouth go dry. The sycamore had looked much the same, almost a hundred years ago, as it looked now.

In the backlit image, men in porkpie hats and ankle-length overcoats crouched around a body covered with a sheet on the ground. The choir director had been cut down, but a length of rope still hung from a branch about twelve feet off the ground.

Dennis skimmed the story, then read it again more slowly. For over a decade, a local pharmacist and director of the parish choir, Orville Shue, had been preying on the girls who sang for him. He had not been above sharing some of the eucharistic wine to stun them into a more cooperative frame of mind and had no reservations about getting feely with kids as young as fifteen. It had finally come out, and charges had been filed, but a lot of it was he-said, she-said, in an era when he-said carried a lot more weight. But the charges were never tested in court because on the evening of April 12, eight men wearing handkerchiefs across their faces knocked on Orville’s front door and asked him to take a walk with them. His wife was warned not to call the police unless she wanted them to come back for her. Orville said he wouldn’t be long—he assumed he was being led off for a beating—and told his wife to keep dinner warm for him. But by the time Orville Shue was seen again, dinner was ice cold—and so was he.

Dennis looked at the photo once more and wondered if it was, after all, the same tree. The tree in the picture looked much healthier, in early bud, but then it had been almost a hundred years younger. The sycamore that mashed the General was a ruin, infested with dry rot, holes gouged through it, branches bare.

You know why it looks that way, don’t you? Dennis Lange asked himself. It’s not just age. That tree was fertilized with poison. The choir director was poison. Some skeeve who skeeved on teenage girls. Then he had to check himself, remembered Parker Townsend. Not a teenager, but close enough. Maybe the tree had a taste for skeeves.

“Stop that,” he said aloud. “She came on to me.” He noted that he still had a tab open to the email he was writing her and barked a single hoarse laugh.

Never mind the introspection, he thought. Focus on the tree. He was thinking of it as the Bad Tree now. He had a shivery feeling, the sort of nasty chill that comes with the onset of a flu, or terror. He switched the title of his piece from “American Ent” to “Roots of Evil” and switched from tea to whiskey.

He considered the pictures on his iPhone again. Rain tapped on the roof of the Airbnb, and suddenly Dennis remembered the drifter, sitting out in the woods in the wet. Could the old guy be in danger? He thought about going out to warn him, tell him they might be dealing with an evil murder tree. But his nuts crawled at the thought of wandering through the woods in the dark, the cold drizzle soaking him through, and that sycamore out there, thrashing in the April gusts with an ecstatic, brainless energy. No: the old man would have helped himself to Dennis’s twenty bucks, gone to buy a bottle of Gordon’s London Dry, and would be polishing it off under the overhang behind Dunkin’. He’d be back in the morning to collect the other twenty and share his findings: “Oh, yeah, man, I was here all night and only thing that happened, I almost drowned. Any chance you can give me a little extra? I might be coming down with something.”

He typed “Joey Shane Ray Chris Orono 1953” and then, in a flash of inspiration, added “Christian Boy Scout Troop.” The name of the church had been on the jackknife, but he wasn’t sure what he had done with it. In any event, he didn’t need to know the name of the church, because Google knew.

Joey Prince, Shane Devlin, Ray Shaughnessy, and Chris Lawson had all been Boy Scouts together in the summer of 1952, the Orono Christ’s Church troop headed by Senior Patrol Leader Troy Brennan and his father, Scoutmaster Ewan Brennan. Got Troy and Troy’s dad but we stopped it here.

There was a photo of all the kids together on a web page called “Remember When? The Golden Age of New England Boy Scouts.” In the picture they knelt or stood by the side of the pond, canoes pulled up on the shore. They squinted into the camera, dressed in their Boy Scout best, kerchiefs tied around their necks and uniform hats on their heads. Ewan Brennan was thirty, maybe, with light-colored hair and bony knees sticking out from under his shorts. He’d be dead a year later. Dennis’s next Google search told him that Brennan and his sixteen-year-old son had been found in the woods together in the fall of 1953. The boy had been hacked up, and the father had a broken neck, his corpse sprawled a few feet from a discarded axe. A forensics expert suggested he might’ve butchered his son and then killed himself by climbing a nearby tree and jumping out of it headfirst—a novel way to end one’s own life, but effective.

The article didn’t mention what sort of tree he had climbed, and there was no photograph, but Dennis didn’t need a picture to get the picture. Ewan and Troy had gone into the woods to cut down the Bad Tree and been cut down themselves. Maybe the tree of liberty needed to be watered by the blood of tyrants, but the ancient sycamore in the Orono woods maybe didn’t mind so much where the blood came from, as long as there was plenty of it.
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A fox screamed in the forest around three in the morning, and Dennis came awake on the couch. His head was being squeezed between steel plates again, and his stomach knotted up as if someone had slugged him in the breadbasket to wake him.

As he sat up on his elbows, he had one of those flashes of insight that sometimes occurs at the exact moment when consciousness is sparked awake.

“We stopped it here,” he whispered to the darkness of the house.
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After that he slept fitfully, shallowly, and was up in the predawn light, already looking for the jackknife.

We stopped it here—that was the message Joey, Shane, Ray, and Chris had left for the future, sliced into the tree right next to the holy jackknife they had jabbed into its trunk. A knife, Dennis knew, that had been blessed by the pastor who kept the very same church that had once employed a grabby predator, choir director Orville Shue.

He searched the kitchen table, the counter, the junk drawer. He looked in the pockets of the jeans he had left half-kicked under the bed and hunted for it in the pockets of his windbreaker. He searched inside the dryer. He looked in the windbreaker again and this time checked the inside pocket, where he found a folded two-page school paper from Parker that began as an essay about internet shaming and ended with a graphic fantasy of deep-throating him for video and putting it online for all her friends to see. That stopped him for a while and gave him a warm, squirmy feeling of excitement in his stomach. He had given her an A.

He looked under couch cushions and on the bedside table and in the garage. He had to clamp down on laughter a few times. After all, he had pulled the knife out of the tree on a thoughtless impulse. He had liked it. He had wanted it. He was sick of people taking things from him and wanted to help himself to something for once. He had loved the corny cartoon on the handle, Jesus with a hand on a Boy Scout’s shoulder. He had yanked the thing out of the sycamore and woken the murder tree up—and for what? He didn’t know. The jackknife had mattered that little to him.

Did it matter what he stuck into the tree? He wondered if he could march out to the woods, jam a trowel into the tree, and stop it cold. Or—just a thought, Dennis!—what if he went out there with an axe to cut it down?

“That worked great for Troy and Troy’s dad,” he said to the darkened garage, considering a woodsman’s hatchet hanging from a hook on the wall. His gaze shifted to a red gas can on the concrete floor as a fresh burst of drizzle hit the roof of the garage. He shook his head. He’d have to wait for drier weather if he wanted to set fire to the sycamore. In this wet, it wouldn’t burn for long, even with the help of gasoline.

And did he want to have a go at the tree with axe, trowel, gasoline, and holy knife? Wouldn’t it be better to get some video evidence of the thing moving around, for YouTube? Which reminded him that at the very least, there was a chance of witness testimony if he could scare up the derelict.

It was overcast, and the rain was laying off. The ground was semiliquid, squishing under Dennis’s boots. He didn’t like to look at the sky, the way the clouds—gray, with scarves of dingy brown unraveling beneath them—seemed to be moving too fast. He followed the trail. He didn’t have to follow it far. The tree was waiting, twenty feet into the forest, at a wide spot in the path. The track split around it and came back together on the other side. Those rotted, crumbling spots in the trunk that looked like eyes were turned to face him.

After a night of rain, the bark was soaked black, as if the tree had been bleeding. There was a funny smell, an odor of wet wool and piss. A waxy Dunkin’ bag was caught in a low branch, and as he picked it off a twig, he got a sticky red jam on his fingers, the guts of a jelly donut, he thought. When he smeared his palm across the trunk to wipe it off and pulled his hand back, it was as if he had pressed it into fresh red paint. Maybe the tree really was bleeding, he thought. The breeze stirred and fresh drops of rain fell. He lifted his face to it, and it splatted on his cheeks, sticky and thick—it felt more like sap than rain—and he saw the derelict in the branches above him, sitting against the trunk, perched astraddle a wide bough.

“Hey, man,” Dennis said, “how’s the view up there?”

The derelict didn’t reply. Maybe napping, Dennis thought. He lifted himself up on his toes, jumped, and swatted at the old guy’s sneaker. The drifter’s weight shifted, and he began to slide over to the left, which was when he saw there was a branch shoved through his back and out his chest.

There was a splintering sound. The branch lanced through his torso shattered. It had only held him in place while his weight was balanced perfectly, with his legs straddling that long bough, and now he began to slide more heavily to his left, slumping over. Dennis staggered back. His heel caught on a root, and he sat down, hard, on the wet ground, still stunned by his fall when the derelict dropped on him. A big piece of branch fell with him and struck the side of his face.

The old man’s eyes were open. His mouth hung slack, as if he had died screaming, and maybe he had. Maybe that sound Dennis heard in the night wasn’t a fox after all. A large green moth scrambled out from between the drifter’s open lips and flew away. He tried to scream himself, but there was too much weight on his chest. The drifter had pissed himself, and his cold, pissy crotch pressed against Dennis’s left thigh.

He wrestled the old man off him and shoved himself away across the wet leaves. The derelict stared at him, face set in an expression of shock and betrayal. His right cheekbone throbbed where the falling branch had struck him. He looked down at himself and saw a smear of blood that went across the front of his coat and onto his shirt. He swiped at himself as if being covered in blood was like being covered in ants and only stopped when he saw he was just spreading it around.

The dead man began to slide away across the ground, head twisted so he still seemed to stare at Dennis with that look of disappointment. He sat up, pulse drumming in his throat. The tree had settled into its usual position, the root pan on this side of the sycamore lifted well off the ground, to show the dark space beneath. The derelict was disappearing into it, pulled down by a root that had wound itself around his left leg. As it dragged him away, the body began to roll and let go a wet, sickly fart. The green moth landed on the derelict’s upturned face and began to crawl towards his mouth again.

The tree had swallowed the entire lower half of the old man by the time Dennis found his feet and got the fuck out of there.
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As soon as he was in the kitchen, he dialed 911. He stood there shivering, breathing hard, his thumb hovering over the green dial icon. He had happened to notice his reflection in the glass door of the oven: blood on his shirt, blood on his coat, a rising bruise on his right cheekbone, and a nasty scratch there too. He hadn’t realized he had been scratched. Leaves in his hair, dirt on his wet jeans. A thirty-year-old man under an ethical cloud after trading extreme sex fantasies with a twenty-year-old sophomore, including at least one in which he told her he wanted to fuck her in the woods like an animal. A thirty-year-old professor on his way to divorce, who looked like he had not just found a derelict in the woods but had fought with him.

He remembered the Dunkin’ bag. The derelict had talked, half to himself, about using his dead cat to get a box of pity donuts from the employee with the purple hair. Had the man told her someone had paid him to spend the night in the woods? Alone?

“No,” Dennis said, shaking his head. “No, no, no. You don’t need any of this. Fuck that. You’ve done enough damage to your life already.”

He didn’t think Orono police could fix him up for killing the old guy . . . but they could arrest and hold him and finish off whatever little remained of his reputation. They could make him unemployable, a figure of morbid suspicion. What was he going to tell them? The man had been attacked by an evil murder tree?

“Besides,” he said to his empty kitchen. “It’s going to eat him. Who says anyone is going to find him?”
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He couldn’t stay in the house. When he looked across the overgrown backyard to the tree line, he thought he could see the crown of the sycamore, those gray, crooked branches clawing arthritically at the sky. He couldn’t stay, and he didn’t need to. His wife was in Cape Cod, having a feel-bad with her friends. He didn’t even bother to change, just grabbed the car keys and walked out the front door.

Their marital home wasn’t much—a dove-colored one-story Cape Cod with gables and buttery tulips standing in beds of gold along the foundation—though it looked like the coziest place in the world compared to the shit-colored Airbnb. Dennis needed something to settle his nerves, so he went into the kitchen to pour a drink. He picked a bottle of red wine out of the rack and was hunting for a corkscrew in a spare-items drawer when he found the jackknife. It befuddled him, how it had wound up here, was as odd as flying to a foreign country and meeting a neighbor on the streets, thousands of miles from home. Then he remembered he had come to open his mail. He had used the knife to slit open the envelopes, of course he had. And then he had opened that last letter, the one setting the date of his hearing—his execution—in front of the dean. It had dismayed and distracted him, and while his mind was elsewhere, he had put the jackknife down and never picked it up again.

Dennis thought for at least half a minute about driving back. The knife stopped the tree before, he thought. It could stop it again. Then he thought it might not be a great idea to risk being found in the forest, with a knife, standing over the body of a dead derelict half stuffed under a tree. Especially not while wearing clothes streaked with the guy’s blood. The thought gave him a quiver of revulsion. He stripped down to his boxers and socks in the laundry room, piled his wallet, phone, and belt on top of the machine, and started the washer.

The dryer was running a little after three o’clock, rumbling and banging, which was why he didn’t hear the ping of an incoming text. There was another text just after six, but he didn’t hear that, either, was talking to himself in the shower, imagining what he’d say if he was ever questioned about the homeless man. So as it happened he didn’t see either of Parker Townsend’s messages until nearly seven.
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He was thinking that since he was in Bangor, he could go to a bar if he wanted. He wouldn’t necessarily be recognized, it wasn’t like his face had been in the news, and the students and faculty of UMO didn’t come this far south to drink. When he collected his phone and saw there were two texts from Parker, he felt the breath go out of him. He swiped to see what he had missed.

Big fight with my dad. I took the car—he was banging on the hood when I drove out of there. I feel so bad about everything. I’m coming up to your new Orono place, but—Dennis—not for sex. Just to talk. To explain. I fucked up big time. Can we not bullshit each other? You fucked up too. I can look at this tree you’re so excited about, too, if you want! That was kind of a crazy email you sent me. I hope you’re all right.

That one had come in at 3:22. The next, at 6:18, was shorter:

Jesus where the fuck are you? Please don’t have ghosted me. I’m in a bad place. My father says I shouldn’t come home. My therapist says I’m not in the right place to talk to you—that this is part of a self-destructive pattern. Help! You said you’d be here tonight. Did you maybe go for a walk?

It was as hard to breathe as if he had run up a flight of stairs. His thumb flew around the screen, texting rapidly:

I’m in Bangor. What email? Did I send you an email? Go home. Don’t stay in that house. It isn’t safe.

But he didn’t send it. He paused, his thumb hesitating above the send arrow, as he had hesitated when he had been about to call 911. He remembered he had been trying to write an email to Parker about the haunted tree and had been stuck on the first paragraph. Now he had a vague recollection of coming back to it after he had consumed enough whiskey to loosen himself up. Christ, he must’ve been shit-faced by the time he sent it.

He wondered, too, about the wisdom of writing “It isn’t safe” in a text message that could be discovered later by policemen investigating the brutal killing of a homeless man in the woods. He had sent far too many text messages over the last few months without thinking them through first. He deleted what he had written and tried again:

In Bangor. Must’ve been crocked when I wrote you. We can talk sometime, but in a public place—that would be better for us both. You should go home. Right away. Please.

He sent it and then waited, staring at the screen. A spray of rain hit the roof—it sounded like someone had thrown gravel against the house. There was no reply and, later, there was still no reply. In his mind he saw Parker Townsend searching the empty house, then opening the back door, sweeping her hair behind her ears with both hands. Turning back and staring into the woods as the trees thrashed in the wind. In this short mental movie, she saw something shift, a curious dark form on the path, a swaying shape, and decided it was him. She began to walk into the forest, towards the sycamore, calling his name, yelling to be heard over the gusts. He looked at his phone. Still nothing, not even the little dots indicating that she was composing a message. He called. She didn’t answer. He tried again. Nothing.

When he got in the car to drive to Orono, he had the jackknife in his pocket.
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He raced the last of the light. A shower burst and rattled against the windshield, almost blinding him for a two-mile stretch of I-95. Then it cleared, leaving the world with a monochromatic quality. The trees seemed inked against an ashy sky. Blacktop and black embankments and the sunshine bleeding steadily from heaven.

Dennis wondered, as he drove, if it had been sinful to leave an old man dead in the woods, without reporting it to anyone, even if he had reason to fear legal and professional repercussions. Then he remembered he didn’t believe in sin. He could accept a walking murder Ent, but sin struck him as the most childish of fantasies. There was only getting and losing, capitalizing on opportunities or missing out.

Dennis had never realized how long the dirt drive was until his car was crawling along it beneath the overhanging trees, through a tunnel of black branches. The two minutes it took to reach the house seemed longer than two minutes had any right to be. It was dark enough by then to require the headlights, which swept across the dark brown house and its unlit windows. There was no other car in the drive. He sat behind the wheel, breathing shallowly. Then he switched the car off and got out.

He stood by the driver’s side door, inhaling damp, cool air. The wind roared in the tops of the trees, a muffled bellow of delight. He wondered if trees rejoiced at the coming of the spring. He wondered if it was a joy to bud. He looked at his phone and saw a text. His phone had silenced the message because he was driving.

Saw you tried to call but I was talking to my mom and couldn’t pick up. You’re not at your AirBnB and I’m going home and that’s for the best. Really. I said more in the letter. I’m sorry I perved on you. I’m sorry I didn’t know better. I’m sorry you Did know better and didn’t care, Dennis. Don’t call again. I’m going to mute your line. Be well. [image: Emoji: Pink Heart]

He turned in a slow circle, wet leaves scrunching under his heels. He had the sore, punched feeling in his stomach again. Hard pellets of rain began to fall, stinging the back of his neck, and that was why he went inside. That and the promise of her note.

The rain and the wind fought to see which could be louder. The downpour rumbled against the roof, while the gale whined through the windows. When he slung his windbreaker over the back of the recliner in the living room, his phone was still in the pocket.

Dennis hunted for the note. A hoodie he had let her borrow was folded on the kitchen table, but there was no note with it. He checked the fridge. Nothing. He had the melodramatic idea she might have left it on his pillow in the bedroom, but when he went in there all he found was his unmade bed. He was as sober as if he had just had a jog, a shower, and a coffee, but he had a bladder full of red wine, so he stepped into the bathroom with the one window looking into the dark backyard. He stood there with his dick out, trying to get a flow going. It crossed his mind then that there was no letter, because she was twenty, and no one who was twenty wrote an actual physical letter for anyone. She meant she had sent him an email. He let out a ragged, half-amused sigh, shut his eyes, and began to piss.

When he looked up, a blue fork of lightning stabbed at the night, and for an instant the yard was as bright as day. The sycamore was right outside the bathroom window, one of those rotten dead eyes in the black trunk glaring blindly, ferociously in at him. He cried out, whirling around, his heart taking a sick lunge in his chest, but it was already too late. The sycamore was falling upon the house, its great boughs clawing for him. Glass exploded in his face. The wall caved in. Darkness dropped over the world.
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He was still alive.

Dennis pulled his way up from unconsciousness with an effort that felt physical, as if he were struggling out of waist-deep sucking mud. He knew, even before he was fully aware and could open his eyes, that the big bone in his right thigh had been pulverized. He could feel pieces of it shifting and grinding together in there.

Rain blew in through the torn-open wall. The tree had split as it fell. Fully two-thirds of it was caught on the roof. The rest was sitting on his right leg. It had to weigh as much as a car. He could smell the shattered tree, an odor of rot and wet moss. Beneath that was the tang of his own blood. He must’ve tried to get out of the way, had dived towards the bathtub. It was the only way to explain how he’d avoided being mashed flat.

The power was out, and it was gloomy in the bathroom. The lights of Orono cast a faint yellow glow across the underside of the clouds. He could see just well enough to note that the roof above him was sagging under the weight of the tree. Drop-board ceiling squares had shattered and fallen on him. The two-by-fours in the crawl space above were splintered and caving in. He heard a beam groan and the pop of snapping lumber. He shut his eyes against a shower of dust and wondered how long the roof would hold.

He felt in his pants pocket for his phone, but it was in his windbreaker, back in the living room. All he found was the jackknife. Jesus and the Boy Scout. It’s a little late to stick it into the tree, he thought. He would’ve laughed if the pain wasn’t sharpening in his right thigh, as if someone had sunk a spit into it and was beginning to twist. The roof creaked, and a single black tar paper shingle whirled down like a crippled bat.

He wondered how bad it was, if he could survive until help came. His wife would check on him in a day or two . . . no, she was in Cape Cod for the week, and he routinely ignored her calls. He tried to think who else might drop in. The mailbox was at the head of the drive, so even the postman didn’t come down the road. He tried to shift himself to see out the bedroom door, and pain exploded like someone had slammed a sledge on his shattered leg.

Dennis screamed. A moment later the sledge fell again, but by then he was too short of breath to make any sound at all.

When the pain finally began to ease off, he discovered his hands were clenched into fists. He forced his fingers to uncurl . . . and realized he still had the jackknife.

One of the attic beams gave with a crack like a rifle shot. The tree dropped another foot into the attic, branches flailing at the shingles, flinging them aside. It was still caught against the last two beams. The air was hazed with grit.

Never mind waiting for the postman. Never mind hoping Helena would check on him in a day or two. He didn’t have days. He doubted he had an hour. There had to be two tons of tree lying on the roof above him, and the rain would only make the old wood heavier. It could fall in on him anytime, and his strength wouldn’t last forever. He already felt woozy with weakness.

Dennis sobbed—with grief, he thought, although to his own ears it sounded almost like laughter. He turned the jackknife over in his hands, the holy jackknife. We stopped it here. He didn’t think it was sharp enough to cut through bone . . . but then it wouldn’t have to. The thigh bone was pretty well pulverized already.

He could still have his life if he wanted it badly enough. He was disgraced, but it wasn’t impossible he might yet make something of his life, if he didn’t die here. The holy jackknife was of no use against the tree now, but who could say what form a blessing might take?

In the attic one of the remaining two-by-fours made a low, straining creak. The wind boomed, and the sycamore rattled its leaves in ecstasy. He undid his belt, yanked it loose, and wrapped it around his upper thigh. He tightened it until it hurt, then tightened it some more. He ran a thumb, slippery with sweat, over the hilt of the jackknife as he grabbed a lungful of air, and this time he really did laugh.

If he cut very quickly, and his strength didn’t fail him, Dennis thought he might yet make a miraculous escape from the mess he was in. He snapped his wrist, and the knife jumped from the hilt. He was still laughing when he began to saw it back and forth across his leg, and he went on laughing—for most of a minute—before it turned into a scream.
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From #1 New York Times bestselling author Joe Hill, a chilling tale of modern-world dangers, dark academia, and the unexpected consequences of revenge as six friends dabble in the occult and are tragically, horrifyingly successful . . . calling forth an evil entity that demands regular human sacrifice.
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