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         For my beautiful sister, Lisa Rae Corsi Koellner, on her fiftieth birthday.
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            Prologue


         
         
         Sunday, October 25, 2015

         
         Mundy’s Landing, New York

         

         “Here we are,” the Realtor, Lynda Carlotta, announces as she slows the car in front of 46 Bridge Street. “It really is magnificent,
            isn’t it?”
         

         
         The Second Empire Victorian presides over neighboring stucco bungalows and pastel Queen Anne cottages with the aplomb of a
            grand dame crashing a coffee klatch. There’s a full third story tucked behind the scalloped slate shingles, topped by a black
            iron grillwork crown. A square cupola rises to a lofty crest against the gloomy Sunday morning sky. Twin cornices perch atop
            its paired windows like the meticulously arched, perpetually raised eyebrows of a proper aristocratic lady.
         

         
         Fittingly, the house—rather, the events that transpired within its plaster walls—raised many an eyebrow a hundred years ago.

         
         Annabelle Bingham grew up right around the corner, but she stares from the leather passenger’s seat as if seeing the house
            for the first time. She’d never imagined that she might actually live beneath that mansard roof, in the shadow of the century-old
            unsolved crimes that unfolded there.
         

         
         For the past few days, she and her husband, Trib, have taken turns talking each other into—and out of—coming to see this place.
            They’re running out of options.
         

         
         Real estate values have soared in this picturesque village, perched on the eastern bank of the Hudson River midway between
            New York City and Albany. The Binghams’ income has done quite the opposite. The only homes in their price range are small,
            undesirable fixer-uppers off the highway. They visited seven such properties yesterday and another this morning, a forlorn
            little seventies ranch that smelled of must and mothballs. Eau d’old man, according to Trib.
         

         
         “Magnificent isn’t exactly the word that springs to mind when I look at this house,” he tells Lynda from the backseat.
         

         
         She smiles at him in the rearview mirror. “Well, I’m not the professional wordsmith you are. I’m sure you can come up with
            a more creative adjective.”
         

         
         Annabelle can. She’s been trying to keep it out of her head, but everything—even the tolling steeple bells from nearby Holy
            Angels Church—is a grim reminder.
         

         
         “Monolithic,” pronounces the backseat wordsmith. “That’s one way to describe it.”

         
         Murder House, Annabelle thinks. That’s another.
         

         
         “There’s certainly plenty of room for a large family,” Lynda points out cheerily.

         
         Optimism might be her strong suit, but tact is not. Doesn’t she realize there are plenty of families that don’t care to grow
            larger? And there are many that, for one heartbreaking reason or another, couldn’t expand even if they wanted to; and still
            others, like the Binghams, whose numbers are sadly dwindling.
         

         
         Annabelle was an only child, as is their son, Oliver. Trib lost his older brother in a tragic accident when they were kids.
            Until a few months ago, Trib’s father, the last of their four parents to pass away, had been a vital part of their lives.
            He’d left them the small inheritance they plan to use as a down payment on a home of their own—a bittersweet prospect for
            all of them.
         

         
         “I just want Grandpa Charlie back,” Oliver said tearfully last night. “I’d rather have him than a new house.”

         
         “We all would, sweetheart. But you know he can’t come back, and wouldn’t it be nice to have a nice big bedroom and live on
            a street with sidewalks and other kids?”
         

         
         “No,” Oliver said, predictably. “I like it here.”

         
         They’re living in what had once been the gardener’s cottage on a grand Hudson River estate out on Battlefield Road. The grounds
            are lovely but isolated, and they’ve long since outgrown the tiny rental space.
         

         
         Still . . . are they really prepared to go from dollhouse to mansion?

         
         “There are fourteen rooms,” Lynda waxes on, “including the third-floor ballroom, observatory, and servants’ quarters. Over
            thirty-five hundred square feet of living space—although I have to check the listing sheet, so don’t quote me on it.”
         

         
         That, Annabelle has noticed, is one of her favorite catchphrases. Don’t quote me on it.

         
         “Is she saying it because you’re a reporter?” she’d asked Trib after their first outing with Lynda. “Does she think you’re
            working on an article that’s going to blow the lid off . . . I don’t know, sump pump function?”
         

         
         He laughed. “That’s headline fodder if I ever heard it.”

         
         Lynda starts to pull the Lexus into the rutted driveway. After a few bumps, she thinks better of it and backs out onto the
            street. “Let’s start out front so that we can get the full curb appeal, shall we?”
         

         
         They shall.

         
         “Would you mind handing me that file folder on the floor back there, Charles?” Lynda asks Trib, whose lanky form is folded
            into the seat behind her.
         

         
         He’d been born Charles Bingham IV, but as one of several Charlies in kindergarten, was rechristened courtesy of his family’s
            longtime ownership of the Mundy’s Landing Tribune. The childhood nickname stuck with him and proved prophetic: he took over as editor and publisher after his dad retired a
            decade ago.
         

         
         But Lynda wouldn’t know that. She’s relatively new in town, having arrived sometime in the last decade. Nor would she remember
            the era when the grand homes in The Heights had fallen into shabby disrepair and shuttered nineteenth-century storefronts
            lined the Common. She’d missed the dawning renaissance as they reopened, one by one, to form the bustling business district
            that exists today.
         

         
         “Let’s see . . . I was wrong,” she says, consulting the file Trib passes to the front seat. “The house is only thirty-three
            hundred square feet.”
         

         
         Can we quote you on it? Annabelle wants to ask.
         

         
         “I can’t imagine what it cost to heat this place last winter,” Trib comments, “with all those below-zero days we had.”

         
         “You’ll see here that there’s a fairly new furnace.” Lynda hands them each a sheet of paper. “Much more energy efficient than
            you’ll find in most old houses in the neighborhood.”
         

         
         Annabelle holds the paper at arm’s length—courtesy of advancing farsightedness—and looks over the list of specs. The “new”
            furnace was installed about fifteen years ago, around the turn of this century. The wiring and plumbing most likely date to
            the turn of the last one.
         

         
         “Oh, and did I mention that this is the only privately owned indoor pool in town.”

         
         She did, several times. Some potential buyers might view that as a burden, but Lynda is well aware that it’s a luxury for
            Annabelle, an avid swimmer.
         

         
         Still, the house lacks plenty of key items on her wish list. There’s a ramshackle detached garage instead of the two-car garage
            she and Trib covet. There is no master suite. The lot is undersized, like many in this historic neighborhood.
         

         
         “You’re never going to find exactly what you want,” Lynda has been reminding her and Trib from day one. “You have to compromise.”

         
         They want a home that’s not too big, not too small, not too old, not too new, not too expensive, not a rock-bottom fixer-upper . . .

         
         Goldilocks syndrome—another of Lynda’s catchphrases.
         

         
         This house may be too old and too big, but it isn’t too expensive despite being located in The Heights, a sloping tree-lined
            enclave adjacent to the Village Common.
         

         
         Its owner, Augusta Purcell, died over a year ago, reportedly in the same room where she’d been born back in 1910. Her sole
            heir, her nephew Lester, could have sold it to the historical society for well above market value. But he refused to entertain
            a long-standing preemptive offer from the curator, Ora Abrams.
         

         
         “I’m not going to cash in on a tragedy like everyone else around here,” he grumbled, adamantly opposed to having his ancestral
            home exploited for its role in the notorious, unsolved Sleeping Beauty case.
         

         
         From late June through mid July of 1916, a series of grisly crimes unfurled in the relentless glare of both a brutal heat
            wave and the Sestercentennial Celebration for the village, founded in 1666.
         

         
         Forty-six Bridge Street was the second home to gain notoriety as a crime scene. The first was a gambrel-roofed fieldstone
            Dutch manor house just around the corner at 65 Prospect Street; the third, a granite Beaux Arts mansion at 19 Schuyler Place.
         

         
         No actual homicide took place inside any of the three so-called Murder Houses. But what had happened was profoundly disturbing.
            Several days and several blocks apart, three local families awakened to find the corpse of a young female stranger tucked
            into a spare bed under their roof.
         

         
         The bodies were all posed exactly the same way: lying on their backs beneath coverlets that were neatly folded beneath their
            arms. Their hands were peacefully clasped on top of the folded part of the covers. Their long hair—they all had long hair—was
            braided and arranged just so upon the pillows.
         

         
         All the girls’ throats had been neatly slit ear to ear. Beneath each pillow was a note penned on plain stationery in block
            lettering: Sleep safe till tomorrow. The line was taken from a William Carlos Williams poem published three years earlier.
         

         
         The victims hadn’t died where they lay, nor in the immediate vicinity. They’d been stealthily transported by someone who was
            never caught; someone who was never identified and whose motive remains utterly inexplicable to this day.
         

         
         Ghastly death portraits were printed in newspapers across the country in the futile hope that someone might recognize a sister,
            a daughter, a niece. In the end, their unidentified remains were buried in the graveyard behind Holy Angels Church.
         

         
         Is Annabelle really willing to move into a Murder House?

         
         A year ago, she’d have said no way.

         
         This morning, when she and Trib and Oliver were crashing into porcelain fixtures and one another in their tiny bathroom, she’d
            have said yes, absolutely.
         

         
         Now, staring up at the lofty bracketed eaves, ornately carved balustrades, and curve-topped couplets of tall, narrow windows,
            all framed against a blood red foliage canopy of an oppressive sky . . .
         

         
         I don’t know. I just don’t know.

         
         “Since you both grew up here, I don’t have to tell you about how wonderful this neighborhood is,” Lynda says as the three
            of them step out of the car and approach the tall black iron fence that mirrors the mansard crest.
         

         
         A brisk wind stirs overhead boughs. They creak and groan, as does the gate when Lynda pushes it open. The sound is straight
            out of a horror movie. A chill slips down Annabelle’s spine, and she shoves her hands deep into the pockets of her corduroy
            barn coat.
         

         
         The brick walkway between the gate and the house is strewn with damp fallen leaves. For all she knows, someone raked just
            yesterday. It’s that time of year, and an overnight storm brought down a fresh barrage of past-peak foliage.
         

         
         Yet the grounds exude the same forlorn, abandoned atmosphere as the house itself. It’s the only one on the block that lacks
            pumpkins on the porch steps and political signs posted in the yard.
         

         
         Election Day looms, with a heated mayoral race that reflects the pervasive insider versus outsider mentality. Most residents
            of The Heights back the incumbent, John Elsworth Ransom, whose roots extend to the first settlers of Mundy’s Landing. Support
            for his opponent, a real estate developer named Dean Cochran, is stronger on the other side of town, particularly in Mundy
            Estates, the upscale townhouse complex he built and now calls home.
         

         
         A Ransom for Mayor poster isn’t all that’s conspicuously missing from the leaf-blanketed yard. There’s no For Sale sign, either.

         
         Trib asks Lynda if she’s sure it’s on the market.

         
         “Oh, it is. But Lester prefers to avoid actively soliciting the ‘ghouls’—not the Halloween kind, if you know what I mean.”

         
         They do. Plenty of locals use that word to describe the tourists who visit every summer in an effort to solve the cold case.
            The event—colloquially dubbed Mundypalooza—has taken place every year since 1991. That’s when, in conjunction with the seventy-fifth
            anniversary of the cold case, the historical society first extended a public invitation: Can You Solve the Sleeping Beauty Murders?

         
         So far, no one has—but every summer, more and more people descend to try their hand at it. The historical society sponsors
            daily speakers, panel discussions, and workshops. Even Trib conducts an annual seminar about the sensational press coverage
            the case received in 1916.
         

         
         He turns to Annabelle. “That’s something we’d have to deal with if we bought this place.”

         
         “You’re right. We’d be inundated with curiosity seekers. I don’t think I want to—”

         
         “Just in the summer, though,” Lynda cuts in quickly, “and even then, it’s not a big deal.”

         
         “This house will be crawling with people and press,” Annabelle points out.

         
         A Murder House isn’t just branded by century-old stigma; it bears the brunt of the yearly gawker invasion. No local resident
            escapes unscathed, but those who live at 46 Bridge Street, 65 Prospect Street, and 19 Schuyler Place are inundated.
         

         
         “Let’s just walk through before you rule it out,” Lynda urges. “A comparable house at any other address in this neighborhood
            would sell for at least six figures more. I’d hate to have someone snatch this out from under you.”
         

         
         The odds of that happening are slim to none. Lester, who insists on pre-approving every showing, requests that prospective
            buyers already live locally. Not many people fit the bill, but Annabelle and Trib passed muster and they’re here. They might as well look, even though Annabelle is sure she doesn’t want
            to live here after all. She’d never get past what happened here during the summer of 1916, let alone what will happen every
            summer forever after, thanks to Mundypalooza.
         

         
         They step through the massive double doors into the dim, chilly entrance hall. So far, so not good.
         

         
         Before Annabelle can announce that she’s changed her mind, Lynda presses an antique mother-of-pearl button on the wall. “There,
            that’s better, isn’t it?”
         

         
         They find themselves bathed in the glow of an elegant fixture suspended from a plaster medallion high overhead. Surprisingly,
            it is better.
         

         
         There’s a massive mirror on the wall opposite the door. In it, Annabelle sees their reflection: Lynda, a full head shorter
            even in heels, bookended by herself and Trib, who could pass for siblings. They’re similarly tall and lean, with almost the
            same shade of dark brown hair and light brown eyes—both attractive, if not in a head-turning way.
         

         
         Their eyes meet in the mirror, and he gives her a slight nod, as if to say, Yes, let’s keep going.
         

         
         “Just look at that mosaic tile floor!” Lynda exclaims. “And the moldings on those archways! And the woodwork on the grand staircase!
            We haven’t seen anything like this in any of the houses we’ve looked at, have we?”
         

         
         They agree that they haven’t, and of course wouldn’t expect to in their price point.

         
         Annabelle can picture twelve-year-old Oliver walking through those big doors after school, dropping his backpack on the built-in
            seat above the cast-iron radiator with a Mom? I’m home. As she runs her fingertips over the carved newel post, she envisions him sliding down the banister curving above.
         

         
         The long-dormant old house stirs to life as they move through it. One by one, doors creak open. Spaces beyond brighten courtesy
            of wall switches that aren’t dime-a-dozen rectangular plastic levers. These are period contraptions with buttons or brass
            toggles or pull-pendants dangling from thirteen-foot ceilings. Lynda presses, turns, pulls them all, chasing shadows from
            the rooms.
         

         
         Annabelle’s imagination strips away layers of faded velvet and brocade shrouding the tall windows. Her mind’s eye replaces
            Augusta’s dark, dusty furnishings with comfortable upholstery and modern electronics. Instead of mustiness and cat pee, she
            smells furniture polish, clean linens, savory supper on the stove. The ticking grandfather clock, dripping faucets, and Lynda’s
            chirpy monologue and tapping footsteps are overshadowed by the voices Annabelle loves best, echoing through the rooms in ordinary
            conversation: Mom, I’m home! What’s for dinner? I’m home! How was your day? I’m home . . .

         
         Yes, Annabelle realizes. This is it.

         
         This, at last, is home.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            PART I


         
         
            And the moon like a twisted torch

                Burned over one lonesome larch;

                She passed with never a sound.

			 

                Three times had the circle traced,

                Three times had bent

                To the grave that the myrtle graced;

                Three times, then softly faced

                Homeward, and slowly went.

            —Madison Julius Cawein,

            “The Eve of All-Saints”

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Holmes’s Case Notes


         
         It took less than an hour to drive to Albany from Mundy’s Landing with no traffic. Just past midnight, I arrived in Albany
            and parked down the road from her house. I assumed she was long gone by then.
         

         
         She always takes the bus home from Wal-Mart after she finishes her shift at seven o’clock on Friday nights. It stops right
            there on the corner, a nice little perk in a low-income neighborhood that’s seen better days.
         

         
         Sometimes, when I was watching her through the windows, memorizing her routine, I would see her make dinner for herself and
            eat it alone at the kitchen table. Her stepfather, Tony, is long home from his factory job and parked in front of the television
            by then. They don’t talk much. I doubt he’ll miss her.
         

         
         Next, she always goes upstairs to try to make herself pretty. She isn’t. Her hair is an unnatural shade of yellow with dark
            roots. Her eyebrows are too thin; her eyeliner too thick. She dresses all wrong: snug tops tucked into equally snug pants
            or skirts with a fat wedge of belly spilling over at the waist.
         

         
         By nine o’clock, she leaves the house again. Snow, rain, it doesn’t matter: she goes on foot. She turned seventeen back on
            March 31, but I don’t believe she has a driver’s license. Or maybe her stepfather won’t allow her to drive his car. She can’t
            afford to buy one—a high school dropout working as a cashier.
         

         
         In the beginning, last summer and into the fall, I used to follow her to see where she went every night. It was never to a
            restaurant, a movie, or concert. None of that for her. She just visits friends in the neighborhood. She stays until two or
            three in the morning, and then walks home alone. Sometimes, I can tell that she’s overindulged in liquor and drugs by the
            way she weaves and sways back up the block in the dark.
         

         
         On any of those nights, it would have been easy, so very easy, to make my move. But it wasn’t time yet.

         
         I had to wait until today, May 21, when the moon was full. Full, and blue.

         
         Not true blue, of course. Certainly not blue in color. And not blue by modern astronomical calculations, which define a blue
            moon as a second full moon occurring within a single calendar month. By that definition, the blue moon that occurred last
            July was the first in three years, and there won’t be another of those until January 2018. But a hundred years ago, a blue
            moon was defined as the fourth full moon within a single season, as it is now.
         

         
         It was a marvelous sight in those hours before dawn, perched high above that dismal neighborhood. I was anxious to see her
            bathed in its light as she walked home. I waited for her as long as I could, until the moon faded into morning. But she never
            came. I had to drive back without her.
         

         
         I’ll return tonight.

         
         What if she doesn’t come? What will I do? Everything—everything I’ve worked for—depends on this girl. On this date. On this
            blue moon.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1


         
         
         Saturday, May 21, 2016

         Mundy’s Landing

         

         
         The moon hangs low in the blue-black night sky. Lying on her back on the hard ground, staring up at it, Indi realizes that
            it’s blue.
         

         
         She may have been flunking earth science—flunking everything, really—when she dropped out of high school. But this, she knows.

         
         There’s only one blue moon in all of 2016, and it’s tonight.

         
         “Blue moon . . . you saw me standing alone . . .” Her mother, Karen, used to sing to her when she was a little girl.

         
         She’d been named for the one beneath which she’d been born on March 31, 1999.

         
         Indigo Selena Edmonds.

         
         Indigo means blue.

         
         Selena means moon goddess.

         
         Edmonds is Tony’s last name.

         
         He’s not her father. He never even adopted her after he married her mother. He makes sure he reminds her of that every chance
            he gets. But they’re stuck together under the same roof, living separate lives that seemed miserable until tonight, when she
            was abducted by a stranger.
         

         
         I shouldn’t have gone out. I didn’t even go to work. Why did I go out?

         
         She’s been sick in bed for the last few days. Strep throat, probably. It’s going around. Several of her coworkers at Wal-Mart
            have had it lately, but she couldn’t afford to go to the doctor for antibiotics. Nor could she afford to miss her shift two
            days in a row. But by the time her friends texted tonight, she felt a little better. She got out of bed, fixed herself up,
            and headed out the door.
         

         
         She hadn’t even reached the corner when the dark SUV pulled up alongside her. The driver rolled down the window to ask for
            directions in a pleasant voice she hasn’t heard since.
         

         
         The next thing Indi knew, she was waking up in a puddle on the floor of a musty-smelling rowboat, her hands tightly bound
            behind her. The boat was bobbing, and she could hear the oars thumping and splashing in the water. She was so terrified it
            was going to capsize—she can’t swim—that she couldn’t even wonder how she’d gotten there.
         

         
         Now she’s back on dry land, flat on her back, panic threatening to overtake her.

         
         You can’t let that happen. You have to stay calm, she tells herself as she stares at the sky. Think about the moon.

         
         It can’t be a coincidence that it’s blue tonight, just as it was the night she was born. That’s a sign that she’s going to
            survive this . . . this . . . whatever is going on, here.
         

         
         The moon. Think about the moon.

         
         Its creamy, mottled surface reminds her of baby deer.

         
         They’re small. Sweet. So vulnerable.

         
         Helpless, really.

         
         They have big, soft, Disney eyes, and ears that stick out sideways, and . . .

         
         What else? What else?

         
         Their mothers protect them. Yes, when you come across a fawn, you can be sure a doe is nearby, even when you don’t see her.
            She hovers close to her baby, making sure nothing hap—
         

         
         “Get up!” The gruff command shatters Indi’s attempt to comfort herself.

         
         “Please. I’m so tired. I just—”

         
         The night sky sways away as rough hands grip her shoulders. She’s back on her feet, pushed from behind, again stumbling over
            rutted ground on a path through the dark woods.
         

         
         An owl hoots from an overhead bough, joined by the distinct yowl of a feline in heat. Indi thinks of other creatures that
            lurk in the forest, and dread slithers in, binding her in its clammy embrace.
         

         
         No. Think about the gentle deer, the fawns. What else about them?

         
         Think. Think.

         
         She’s never seen one before in real life. There are no deer, old or young, roaming the streets of Albany. Other creatures
            do, though. Dangerous predators, and Indi is the fawn: small, sweet, helpless.
         

         
         I want my mommy.

         
         The thought leaps through her brain and lingers, nosing at the periphery.

         
         Two years have passed since she lost her mother. But the woman who gave birth to her at sixteen was never Mommy. She insisted that Indi call her by her first name, Karen, so that she could pass her off as a little sister back when she
            was dating, before she met Tony.
         

         
         Forget Karen, forget Mommy, any mommy. Indi would give anything, anything, if Tony were here with her now.
         

         
         She’d never had much use for her lug of a stepfather, but she’d always assumed that since her late mother had loved him, he
            must have some redeeming characteristic.
         

         
         She’d never have guessed that the one thing she hates most about him—that he takes “no crap from nobody,” including his stepdaughter—would
            become the one thing she’d desperately need.
         

         
         Tony would get me out of here so fast that this . . . this . . . creature’s head would be spinning.

         
         “Come on, move it! Move!”

         
         “I’m . . . I’m trying.”

         
         The rocky terrain is tangled with vines that twine around Indi’s legs, bared to her thighs in a short skirt. Thick with the
            foreboding organic perfume of old leaves and mud, the very air she sucks into her lungs is a stark reminder that things die,
            that dead things are buried, dead people are buried . . .
         

         
         Am I going to die?

         
         A leafy rope snares one of her stiletto heels like a trap, turning her ankle sharply. She stumbles, falls forward.

         
         If only she could land in her sickbed and wake to find that this was all just a terrible nightmare, courtesy of feverish delirium.

         
         If only the earth would open and swallow her whole.

         
         It doesn’t. She hits the ground hard, her face slamming into an unforgiving layer of damp leaves, sticks, rocks. Something
            deep in her ankle pops with a residual explosion of nausea.
         

         
         “Get up!” the voice growls.

         
         She finds her own, small and tinny. “Please . . .”

         
         The plaintive appeal is greeted with laughter, cruel and guttural, and a sharp tug on her long hair. She’s yanked into the
            air like a limp, battered plaything dangling from a feral cat’s paw. Her feet fumble, stumble, find the ground at last.
         

         
         “Walk!”

         
         Her own slight weight on her ankle is too excruciating to bear. She’s down again, this time flat on her back.

         
         The full moon shines through branches that stretch above her like gnarled fingers. She wonders if it will be the last thing
            she ever sees.
         

         
         It isn’t.

         
         She’ll only wish it had been.

         
          

         
         Thursday, June 23

         

         Annabelle flips the turn signal and brakes for the stop sign at the brick-paved intersection of Fulton Avenue and Bridge Street,
            hoping the ice cream didn’t melt in the trunk. It’s been there much longer than she intended.
         

         
         Mundypalooza doesn’t even begin until next week, but traffic was already much heavier than usual as she ran her morning errands.

         
         This year marks the twenty-fifth annual historical society convention and the hundredth anniversary of the murders, along
            with the 1666 Founder’s Day gala officially dubbed ML350. Buzz has been building for months. Judging by the abundance of far-flung
            license plates in the crowded Price Chopper parking lot, people are willing to travel for days for a shot at cracking the
            case that has eluded professionals and amateurs for almost a century. The historical society even offers a significant reward—intended,
            of course, not to capture a dangerous criminal, but as an expensive publicity stunt. The dollar amount has substantially increased
            with every passing year, along with the size of the crowd and media attention.
         

         
         After buying groceries, Annabelle had to drive around the block several times looking for a parking spot near the dry cleaner’s,
            and again at the pharmacy. Then there was a fender bender at the busy corner of Prospect and Fulton, adding insult to injury
            with a lengthy detour around the perimeter of The Heights.
         

         
         But at last she’s home, and home is looking particularly lovely on this sunny, breezy morning. In the fluid, dappled shade
            of swaying maple boughs, with its clapboards and trim painted in muted sepia shades, the house looks like a vintage daguerreotype
            come to life.
         

         
         Little has changed since it was built in 1870. She knows, because there is a vintage daguerreotype of the house, framed and prominently hanging in the Mundy’s Landing Historical Society.
         

         
         She pulls into the driveway, efficiently avoiding the deepest ruts. Someday, they’ll repave it.

         
         Home ownership, she and Trib have discovered, is accompanied by plenty of somedays.
         

         
         She parks around back beside the old carriage house that was listed as a detached garage—laughable, as a gaping root cellar
            is visible beneath the few rotting floorboards that are still in place. They wouldn’t dare walk in there, much less drive
            a car inside, even if it weren’t crammed with old books and magazines Lester was supposed to have removed before the closing.
         

         
         They opted not to press the point, as the process had already dragged on. They’d made their initial offer in early November,
            but Lester had already left for the Sarasota condo where he spends the winters. In no hurry to close, he was presumably holding
            out for more lucrative offers that never came, all the while refusing to entertain any from Ora Abrams over at the historical
            society.
         

         
         When he did at last accept the Binghams’ offer, he insisted on adding a restrictive covenant to the sales contract stating
            that they would use the house solely as their private residence. Their lawyer, Ralph Duvane, wasn’t thrilled, but at that
            point, they all just wanted the sale to go through.
         

         
         They finally closed on the property over a month ago. “The most expensive Mother’s Day gift you’re ever going to get,” Trib
            teased Annabelle as they signed the papers.
         

         
         “Darn. I had my heart set on a Tuscan villa for next year,” she quipped, and Ralph Duvane laughed along with Trib. Even the
            seller’s no-nonsense attorney cracked a brief smile, though the seller himself remained stoic.
         

         
         “Maybe Lester’s just grieving the loss of his aunt, or the house his ancestors built,” Annabelle told Trib later, when they
            were discussing how the man’s dour demeanor had cast a pall over the proceeding. “After all, it’s the end of an era for that
            family.”
         

         
         “Oh, come on. He’s been waiting for Augusta to die, and I bet she knew it. I don’t think they’d even spoken in years. I’m
            surprised she didn’t just leave everything to her cats.”
         

         
         Augusta was the quintessential small-town spinster whose many feline companions outranked and outlived her human loved ones,
            Lester aside—if he, as the least lovable guy in town, could even be included in that category.
         

         
         Annabelle opens the car trunk and runs a hand through her short dark hair, feeling sweat begin to trickle at her forehead.
            This is typical June weather in the Hudson Valley, warm and sunny with a slight breeze whispering through abundant foliage
            of ancient trees.
         

         
         Checking her watch as she reaches for the groceries, she notes that Oliver will be home from school soon. He’s had half days
            all week, and tomorrow he’ll just go in for an hour to get his report card.
         

         
         She hurriedly carries several grocery bags to the house, juggling them to unlock the door. The large, narrow, and old-fashioned
            key is conspicuously different from the others on her key ring. Lester claimed this is the only key his aunt had to this door,
            so Trib can’t even get in when it’s locked. They tried to have it duplicated, but it’s obsolete, according to the locksmith
            they consulted.
         

         
         “I can’t duplicate it. You’re going to have to replace the whole lock. But you really need to rekey all the other exterior
            locks, too, for security.”
         

         
         Annabelle and Trib looked at each other. “How much will that be?” she asked, already anticipating the answer.

         
         Too much.

         
         That locksmith, too, was relegated to the someday list—way down at the bottom. Despite its brushes with violence, Mundy’s Landing prides itself on being the kind of small
            town where no one ever locks their doors.
         

         
         Except most of the time, we do.

         
         She steps into an enclosed service porch, where there are two additional doors. One leads to the kitchen, the other to the
            indoor pool—both of which entail far more somedays than they can possibly accomplish in this lifetime on their budget and do-it-yourself schedule.
         

         
         “Do you think it’s too much house?” they’d asked each other when they first considered making an offer, and again, repeatedly,
            when they were preparing to move in.
         

         
         The answer was always clear—of course it’s too much house for three people. But their perspective varied depending on the
            day and the amount of time they’d spent rolling fresh paint across acres of walls and ceilings. In some moments, they were
            certain they were making a huge mistake; in others, they were convinced that too much house is preferable to too little house.
         

         
         Still, sometimes—like right now—I don’t know how I feel about it.

         
         She steps into the kitchen and, as always, catches a faint whiff of cat. Even now, strays show up on the steps expecting to
            be fed. Both Annabelle and Trib grew up with pets and wouldn’t mind adopting one, but Oliver is skittish around even the friendliest
            furry creatures.
         

         
         Stepping around stacks of moving boxes that have yet to be unpacked nearly a month after the move, she wedges the bags into
            a skimpy patch of counter space. Then she walks through the hushed rooms to open the front door for Oliver.
         

         
         Most of the time, the place feels cozy and homey despite its vast size. But once in a while—like right now—she has a vaguely
            uneasy feeling about living here.
         

         
         After the closing, Trib brought home yellowed editions of 1916 papers from the Tribune archives. She pored over articles pertaining to what happened under this roof.
         

         
         It was a warm July morning—a few days after the Fourth—when Florence Purcell discovered the dead girl eerily tucked into a
            vacant bed upstairs. That was the second of the three corpses that turned up in Mundy’s Landing during that frightening time.
         

         
         As Annabelle reaches out to give the old-fashioned lock a clockwise turn, she imagines the many hands that have touched it.
            Primarily Augusta’s over the past couple of decades, to be sure. But on a summer night a century ago, Augusta’s mother turned
            this brass lever counterclockwise and assumed that her children would thus be safe within these walls.
         

         
         And they were safe, Annabelle reminds herself. It isn’t as though someone broke in during the night and slaughtered them all in their

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue


         
         
         Hudson Valley

         July, 1666

         

         As the crowd begins to jeer, Jeremiah Mundy holds tightly to his younger sisters’ hands, steeling himself for the unthinkable
            tragedy about to unfold.
         

         
         Thou art a man now, he reminds himself, echoing the last words his father, James, said to him weeks ago, before he and Mother were taken away.
         

         
         At thirteen, Jeremiah felt in that moment—and feels in this one—like a mere child. Yet of course he promised his parents that
            he would accept his manly obligation, taking charge of his sisters and the household in their absence. He just never dreamed
            the absence would endure for weeks, let alone . . . forever.
         

         
         But forever it shall be.

         
         James and Elizabeth Mundy are sentenced to meet their death today at the hands of the black-clad hangman who, like the others
            present, only recently arrived in this year-old colony perched on the western bank of the Hudson River. They were originally
            due last fall, having traveled from England with sorely needed supplies. But a harsh winter set in before the reinforcements
            could make their way north from the port of Manhattan. Ice rendered the river impassible. The Mundy family and their fellow
            settlers were left to fend for themselves for nearly five months.
         

         
         Day in and day out, Jeremiah trudged with his father through a swirling white maelstrom to chop wood and feed a fire that
            did little to stave the bitter cold. For a long time, there was no way to feed the relentless hunger. The family nearly starved
            to death.
         

         
         But they didn’t. They were the lucky ones. They found the means to salvation—horrific means, and yet, as Jeremiah overheard
            his parents saying, what choice did they have?
         

         
         When at last the supplies and reinforcements arrived in May, only the Mundys remained of the three dozen original English
            settlers.
         

         
         “Look there! Satan himself blazes in the Goody Mundy’s eyes!” a man proclaims from the crowd behind Jeremiah.

         
         “Ay, and peculiar eyes they be,” comes the reply, and he recognizes the rasping voice of the Goodwife Barker, whose bachelor
            brother was among the first of the winter’s casualties.
         

         
         Peculiar eyes . . .

         
         Jeremiah closes his own eyes: one a piercing shade of blue, the other a chalky gray.

         
         Years ago, back in England, he caught a first glimpse of himself in his grandmother’s looking glass and was startled to see
            that he, like his mother, had one pale iris and one fully pigmented.
         

         
         “’Tis a rare gift,” his beloved grandmother told him, and he believed it . . .

         
         Until now.

         
         Rare, yes. Not a gift, but a curse.

         
         The subject of his mother’s “peculiar” eyes came up at the trial—offered as additional evidence of Elizabeth Mundy’s guilt,
            lest there be any claim that her initial confession had been coerced through bodily torture.
         

         
         Jeremiah had stalwartly witnessed that torture, a public spectacle that unfolded on the riverbank on a gray spring day. The
            entire colony turned out to watch, bristling with anticipation like an amusement-deprived London audience flocking to the
            post-Restoration theater.
         

         
         His father was first to be strapped to the ducking stool as Jeremiah stood helplessly by, apart from the gawkers and gossipers.
            Their voices and the chirping chatter of woodland creatures were drowned out by violent splashing as James Mundy was repeatedly
            submerged in the murky current. Each time he sputtered to the surface, he defiantly proclaimed his innocence, determined to
            let them drown him—until the moment they assured him that his wife would be spared the same punishment if he confessed.
         

         
         And so he did.

         
         Jeremiah’s fists clenched as he listened incredulously to the confession. Yes, he knew it was the noble thing to do and the
            only option. For either way, his father would die: drowned in the river, or sentenced to death for murder. At least James
            Mundy had preserved his wife’s dignity and her life . . . or so he believed.
         

         
         They had lied.

         
         Jeremiah’s mother had her own turn on the ducking stool. A pair of burly men—the same men who escort her to her doom this
            morning—held Jeremiah back when he tried to rush to her side. She endured nearly three hours before confessing to the heinous
            crimes of which she and her husband had been accused.
         

         
         The trial, now a mere formality, was swift; the verdict unanimous; the sentence so inevitable that the gallows was being built
            even before the trial had concluded. Again, the crowd has assembled, as eager to know that the devil had been banished from
            the settlement as they are thirsty for diversion from daily drudgery.
         

         
         Eyes squeezed shut to block out the horrific sight of the crude wooden structure, Jeremiah desperately searches his memory
            for the image of his mother’s face as it once was—serene, affectionate, exhilarated by the promise of life in this New World.
            But he can envision it only pale with worry, contorted in pain and terror.
         

         
         At the telltale pressing of the crowd around him, he opens his eyes to see that it has parted, allowing the procession into
            the clearing.
         

         
         Flanked by pairs of the settlement’s strongest men, Mother and Father appear even more frail than they were the last time
            Jeremiah saw them. That was only days ago, when they were sentenced to death after they each confessed to murder—and worse.
            Far, far worse.
         

         
         Ten year-old Charity, the elder but smaller of Jeremiah’s sisters, begins to whimper. Priscilla, eight, remains as silent
            and stoic as her brother, grasping his hand firmly.
         

         
         The magistrate reads the charges in a booming voice and orders that the death sentence be carried out immediately.

         
         Jeremiah shifts his gaze toward the forest on the far end of the clearing. An escape fantasy takes shape: his parents break
            away and run toward the trees. They disappear into the dense woods and find their way to the water, eluding their captors
            and the executioner’s twin nooses . . .
         

         
         Suddenly, the throng roars with glee, disrupting the comforting daydream. Elizabeth Mundy has fainted. The brutes at her side
            pull her roughly upright again and jerk her toward the gallows.
         

         
         Priscilla remains steadfast at Jeremiah’s side, but Charity tugs his hand. “I cannot bear to watch.”

         
         Nor can I.

         
         Aloud, he says only, “We must.”

         
         With a plaintive wail, his sister wrenches herself from his grasp and flees, momentarily capturing the crowd’s interest.

         
         Torn, Jeremiah knows that he should go after her. But there will be time enough to comfort her when the ordeal is over.

         
         Someone touches his shoulder, and he turns to see Goody Dowling, whose husband and sons are building a home on a plot of land
            adjacent to the Mundys’.
         

         
         Her expression is not unkind. “I shall see to the girl.”

         
         She hurries away, leaving Jeremiah dumbfounded.

         
         He’s scarcely wondered what might become of him and his sisters after today, but when he does allow himself to speculate,
            he assumes that the other settlers will shun them, forcing them to leave this place.
         

         
         Where will they even go?

         
         When their family left England a year ago, they were destitute, evicted by their landholder with nowhere to turn in an overpopulated
            country. Their only hope of salvation lay across the sea. The British had recently wrangled control of the New Netherland
            colony from the Dutch and renamed it New York, luring settlers like the Mundys with the promise of opportunity, freedom, and
            abundant land.
         

         
         Even if Jeremiah and his sisters could afford to pay for passage back to England, they’d be as alone there as they are here.
            Grandmother is gone and they have no other family to speak of. Certainly no friends.
         

         
         Here, they may not have family or friends, but they do have a home—if home can be defined simply as land, food and shelter,
            with livestock in the yard, crops budding in the fields, fish in the river, game in the forests.
         

         
         What little Jeremiah knows of the world beyond this settlement is formidable and fraught with danger. Mountains and forests
            teem with feral creatures and unfriendly natives. The neighboring settlements are few and far between, populated by the Dutch,
            no ally to the English. Having glimpsed the teeming port of Manhattan last year and found it rife with strangers and filth,
            Jeremiah has no desire to make his way back there accompanied by two vulnerable little girls.
         

         
         Now, thanks to a stranger’s unexpected benevolence toward the imminent orphan and the crowd’s murmuring of sympathy as Charity
            fled, Jeremiah wonders whether he and his sisters may be permitted to stay on in their parents’ home after . . .
         

         
         After today.

         
         It isn’t the ideal scenario, yet it’s the only one he can possibly fathom. Now, however, isn’t the time to plan for the future.
            Somehow, he must find the strength and courage to focus on the present.
         

         
         Thou art a man now . . .

         
         His parents stand on the scaffold, side by side, hands bound, facing the crowd.

         
         Father’s jaw is set and his gaze is fixed straight ahead, but Mother is searching the crowd as the hangman wraps a length
            of rope around her skirt, binding her legs firmly.
         

         
         Her gaze lands on Jeremiah. In that final glimpse of her peculiar eyes, he sees not only the depth of maternal love, but a
            frantic question.
         

         
         Before Jeremiah can respond with a nod of reassurance, the hangman blinds his mother with a length of cloth and commands the
            prisoners to bow their heads for the nooses.
         

         
         Priscilla’s grasp tightens on his hand and he swallows a rush of grief and bile, trying to find his voice.

         
         I must tell her. She cannot die burdened by concern about the fate of her children.

         
         The hangman nods, satisfied that the nooses are fixed. An expectant hush falls over the crowd as he descends a rickety ladder
            audibly creaking under his weight.
         

         
         The command is given, and in that moment, Jeremiah finds his voice at last. “Do not worry!” he calls out, and to his own ears,
            his voice is shockingly strong and sure. “I shall protect my sisters and we shall make you proud and—”
         

         
         His final message is lost in a roar of approval from the crowd as the platform drops.

         
         Mercifully, the taut rope snaps Elizabeth Mundy’s fragile neck, killing her instantly. But James has the brawny build of a
            man who has spent his thirty-three years enduring long hours of physical labor. His muscular neck sustains the fall and he
            is left to slowly strangle at the end of the rope, his body contorting with the spasmic efforts to breathe.
         

         
         His agonizing gasps render the assemblage mute in collective horror. They had turned out to the promise of entertainment,
            only to bear witness to a grotesque scene that would forever after haunt their nightmares. They scuttle away until only the
            hangmen and the Mundy siblings remain beside the scaffold.
         

         
         Her sturdy little body wracked with silent sobs, Priscilla buries her face against Jeremiah’s chest, dampening his shirt with
            her tears. He holds her fast against him, refusing to budge his gaze from their father until at last his struggle has ended.
         

         
         He watches until his parents’ bodies are cut down and hauled away for unceremonious burial.

         
         Only then does he turn away, allowing himself to slump against the broad, sturdy trunk of an ancient tree.

         
         Priscilla looks up at him. “What is going to happen to us now?”

         
         “We shall return to our home and never speak of this again. Not to outsiders, not even to each other, or to Charity. No matter
            what happens, Priscilla, for the rest of our lives . . .”
         

         
         He takes a deep breath and looks around. Satisfied no one is in earshot, he repeats for his sister the words he had so foolishly
            blurted to their mother—the final message she hadn’t heard above the roar of the crowd. Nor, God willing, had anyone else.
         

         
         “We shall never tell.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1


         
         
         July 10, 2016

         

         “We shall never tell.” Emerson Mundy looks up from the cell phone photo. “That’s what it looks like to me, but I’m not sure.”
         

         
         “That’s what I thought.” Her father nods thoughtfully, removes his reading glasses, and puts them, along with his phone, back
            into his shirt pocket. “Now what should we have for lunch?”
         

         
         “Wait a minute, Dad. For one thing, it’s nowhere near lunchtime yet, although it is time for you to take your pills, and I’ll
            go get them for you.”
         

         
         “Pills. I’m sick of taking pills.”

         
         “You’d be a lot sicker if you didn’t take them. And for another thing,” she goes on, “you can’t just show me this bizarre
            picture of some old handwriting, ask me what I think it says, and not explain what it is, or what it means.”
         

         
         “I’m not sure what it means, but I can tell you what it is.” Jerry Mundy leans back in his worn leather recliner, grunting
            as he reaches a gnarled hand toward the footrest lever. “It’s a page from an old letter I found.”
         

         
         Perched on the arm of his chair, Emerson gives him a chance to fumble for a few seconds before she gets up and stoops to press
            the lever for him. Up go his feet, swollen from congestive heart failure and clad in the new Australian sheepskin-lined slippers
            she’d given him for his eightieth birthday last week.
         

         
         “Snazzy,” he said when he unwrapped them. “I’ll be a hit with all the old gals down at the center.”

         
         “Well, they’re slippers, Dad, so you won’t want to wear them out of the house.”

         
         “Then I’ll just have to have the old gals over to the house to admire them, won’t I.”

         
         They both laughed, knowing that would never happen. Jerry Mundy might still get out from time to time to play cards at the
            senior citizen center, but he’s never been one to host female visitors—or anyone, really. It’s just been the two of them under
            this craftsman bungalow roof for as long as Emerson can remember, and that covers about three decades, back to a time before
            her mother left.
         

         
         “So this old letter, Dad,” she says, picking up his empty coffee mug and the newspaper he’d been reading this morning. “Where
            did you find it?”
         

         
         “With my parents’ things.”

         
         “I thought all their stuff was way back in the crawl space.”

         
         “It is.”

         
         “Please tell me you didn’t climb in there today.”

         
         “I didn’t.” He shakes his head. “Not today. I climbed in there last night.”

         
         “Oh, Dad.” Emerson reaches out and covers his hand—weathered, still tanned from the sunshine of summers past, but not this
            one—with her own. “The doctor said you need to take it easy.”
         

         
         “I am taking it easy. Sitting around reading old letters, maybe snapping a picture or two so that I can magnify them on my
            phone . . . that’s easy.”
         

         
         She sighs. “Tell me more about the letter.”

         
         “It was written over three hundred years ago, which is another reason I took pictures of it instead of carrying it around.
            It’s so fragile that part of it crumbled into dust when I unfolded it.”
         

         
         “Who wrote it?”

         
         “One of our ancestors, apparently. Did you happen to catch the late news on TV last night?”

         
         She shakes her head. She’d been out on a date and hadn’t gotten back until the wee hours. Not because they were having a fantastic
            time, but because the movie was interminable and her date, Tony, had coaxed her into stopping off for an even more interminable
            nightcap afterward. He’d probably have tried to talk his way into more than a good night kiss at the door, too, if this was
            her own apartment and not her father’s house, with her father conveniently snoring in his chair a few feet from the door.
         

         
         First dates—ugh. First, and in Tony’s case, last.

         
         “One of our ancestors was on the news last night?” she asks her father.

         
         “Not exactly. Remember Mundy’s Landing?”

         
         Intrigued, she nods. Located on the opposite end of the country, the village is perched along the eastern bank of the Hudson
            River about halfway between Albany and New York City.
         

         
         She’d first heard of it in elementary school, during a lesson on Colonial America. A small group of English men, women and
            children settled there in 1665. The subsequent winter was so harsh that the river froze, stranding their sorely-needed supply
            ship in the New York harbor. All but five of them starved to death. When the ship finally arrived after the thaw, the only
            settlers left alive were a young couple, James and Elizabeth Mundy, and their three children. They had survived by cannibalizing
            their neighbors’ flesh.
         

         
         The couple swore they only ate those who had already died, but the aghast newcomers—God-fearing, well-fed and unable to fathom
            such wretched butchery—accused them of murder. They were swiftly convicted and hanged, leaving their children to fend for
            themselves.
         

         
         Always a bookworm, Emerson was at that time obsessed with tales about orphans: Anne of Green Gables, The Secret Garden, The Witch of Blackbird Pond . . .
         

         
         The Mundy children seemed, to her, like characters in one of her favorite books. Surrounded by hostile, vengeful strangers,
            they had not only survived, but thrived. When the village was incorporated nearly a century later, it was named after their
            illustrious Mundy offspring.
         

         
         “Do you think we’re related to them?” she’d asked her father back then. She knew he didn’t like to talk about the past, but
            there was no one else she could ask. Her paternal grandparents passed away before she was born.
         

         
         “It’s a common last name,” he said briefly, “and my father’s family came from Ireland, not England.”

         
         That was that. She eventually forgot about Mundy’s Landing, much as the rest of the world had largely overlooked it for centuries,
            other than an occasional paragraph in colonial history textbooks.
         

         
         But something else had happened there. Something Emerson didn’t learn about in elementary school.

         
         In the summer of 1916, three horrified local families each awakened to find the bloodied corpse of a young female stranger
            tucked into an empty bed. The girls were never identified, their murderer never caught. The notorious Sleeping Beauty Murders
            faded into history until the 1990s, when the local Historical Society invited armchair sleuths to visit and attempt to solve
            the cold case for a token reward. It’s become an annual event, and the still-unclaimed reward has grown substantially. These
            days, so many people descend on the village for what is now a weeklong affair unofficially dubbed Mundypalooza.
         

         
         “What about Mundy’s Landing?” she asks her father.

         
         “It’s been all over the news. You haven’t seen?”

         
         “Yes, the Today Show did a segment about it last week. This month is the hundredth anniversary of the murders, so they—”

         
         “No, that’s not what I’m talking about.” Jerry gestures for the newspaper she’s holding.

         
         She hands it over, and he opens it and folds it back to show her a headline. It’s not front page news, but close.

         
         COPYCAT KILLER UNMASKED; HISTORIC CRIMES SOLVED

         
         She scans the lead and looks up at her father, wide-eyed. “I didn’t know about this, no. What does it have to do with the
            letter you found?”
         

         
         “It got me thinking about whether we might have ties to this place after all.”

         
         “I asked you about it years ago and you said we didn’t, because our ancestors were Irish,” she reminds him, knowing his memory
            isn’t as reliable as it used to be.
         

         
         But his eyes, when they meet hers, are sharp. “Oh, I know what I said.”

         
         “You mean it wasn’t true?”

         
         “It wasn’t a lie, but my father didn’t know much about his family at all. He was estranged from his parents and he never wanted
            to talk about the past.”
         

         
         That trait must run in the family, she thinks, though she didn’t inherit it herself. As a history teacher, she loves to talk
            about the past. A faded, centuries-old letter is right up her alley, and her father knows it.
         

         
         “My mother’s family was Irish,” he tells her, “and I think my father just assumed his was, too.”

         
         “That doesn’t make sense.”

         
         “Well, maybe he just wanted to be, and pretended to be, because he had no idea where he came from and he had no way of finding
            out.”
         

         
         “That’s bizarre.”

         
         “That he didn’t know for sure?”

         
         “That, and the fact that he didn’t care to find out. And he did have a way. He could have asked his parents.”

         
         “If he was speaking to them. But he wasn’t.”

         
         “That was his choice. And to never even tell you or your mom why he’d had that falling out with them in the first place . . .”

         
         “He always said some things are better left buried in the past, where they belong. I respected that.”

         
         And so should you.

         
         The unspoken message is loud and clear, and she wishes she’d kept her mouth shut. Here he is, finally willing to discuss where
            they came from and perhaps fill in some of the sketchy family history, and she had to go and critique the dysfunctional relationships.
            She doesn’t expect him to go on with his story, but for some reason, he does.
         

         
         “Anyway, last night, when I saw Mundy’s Landing on the news, it made me wonder about my family. The Mundy side. We never even
            knew my grandfather had died, but when my grandmother passed away, my father got a letter from a lawyer back east saying he’d
            inherited their house and everything in it.”
         

         
         “So they never wrote him out of their will?”

         
         “I guess not.”

         
         “Did he go back there?” she asks, picturing her grandfather, filled with regret, making the sad journey back to his empty
            childhood home.“No, he said he never wanted to set foot in that house again. He just wanted to sell it, so he had the lawyer
            hire someone to empty it. Everything that had any value was sold at an estate sale, and the rest was sent to my father. I
            was just a kid at the time, but I remember being struck that an entire lifetime could amount to nothing more than one cardboard
            box.”
         

         
         “What did your father do with it?”

         
         “Stashed it in the attic. As far as I know, he never even opened it. I found it still sealed with packing tape when he and
            mom passed away, and I dumped it into our crawl space with everything else from their house.”
         

         
         “Well, your parents’ lives amounted to a lot more than one cardboard box,” Emerson says. The crawl space, tucked beneath the roof upstairs,
            is crammed with her grandparents’ belongings and God knows what else.
         

         
         “I never did get around to going through any of it.”

         
         “Until last night?”

         
         “Yes, but just that one box from my father’s childhood home.”

         
         “Still sealed. I wonder why he didn’t just throw it away.”

         
         “I think there was a part of him, deep down, that couldn’t let go. I guess that’s true of all of us,” he adds, and she knows
            he’s thinking of her mother.
         

         
         Emerson was barely four years old when she left them—just walked out the door one day and never came back. Never looked back.
            Not a visit, a phone call, a birthday card . . .
         

         
         Nothing. One day here, the next, gone.

         
         Emerson has no idea what kind of mother she was before she left. Probably a competent one. If she hadn’t been, she probably
            would have left much sooner, or Dad would have kicked her out. Yes, and Emerson would probably have unpleasant memories of
            her.
         

         
         Other than fleeting snippets, she has just one solid recollection. She remembers contentedly lying on the floor, chin propped
            in her hands, watching a beautiful blond woman put on makeup. They were in an alcove off the master bedroom that her mother
            called her dressing room, and she had a movie star vanity with light bulbs all around the mirror. She was telling Emerson
            about Hollywood celebrities, talking about them as if they were her friends—especially one guy, John.
         

         
         Did her mother leave her husband and child to be with him, whoever he was? By the time she grew old enough to speculate about
            that, she didn’t dare ask her father for the whole truth. Not then, and not now. They haven’t spoken of her mother in years,
            and she’s pretty certain there are no traces of her left in the house, even in the crawl space.
         

         
         Years ago, Emerson asked to see a picture of her—preferably one that showed her mother holding her as a baby, or of her parents
            together.
         

         
         Maybe she wanted evidence that she and her father had been loved; that the woman had once been normal—a proud new mother, a happy bride.
         

         
         Or was it the opposite? Was she hoping to glimpse a hint that her mother was never normal? Maybe she wanted to confirm that
            people—normal people—don’t just wake up one morning and choose to abandon their loved ones. That there was always something
            off about her mother: a telltale gleam in the eye, or a faraway expression—some warning sign her father had overlooked. One
            Emerson herself would be able to recognize, should she ever be tempted to let someone into her own life.
         

         
         But there were no images of her mother to slip into a frame, or deface with angry black ink, or simply commit to memory. Exhibit
            A: Untrustworthy.
         

         
         Sure, there had been plenty of photos, her father had admitted unapologetically. He’d gotten rid of everything.
         

         
         There are plenty of pictures of her and Dad, though. Exhibit B: Trustworthy.

         
         Dad holding her hand on her first day of kindergarten, Dad leading her in an awkward waltz at a father-daughter middle school
            dance, Dad posing with her at high school graduation.
         

         
         “Go. You have to go,” he said with a tremulous smile on the tear-splashed day she left for college, before he pushed her out
            the door. “You have a life to live, Emmie. I’ll be fine.”
         

         
         He was right. She did have to go, she did have a life to live, and he was fine.
         

         
         For a long time, he was fine.

         
         She left L.A. for Cal State Fullerton, where she quickly bounced back from her homesickness, even spending a semester abroad.
            She got her Masters at Berkeley and landed a teaching job in the Bay area. She never did come home again, not to live. But
            every holiday, many weekends, and for two whole months every summer, she makes the six hour drive down to Silver Lake to stay
            with her father.
         

         
         It used to be because she needed him, craving that connection to the only family she has in the world. Lately, though, it’s
            increasingly because he needs her.
         

         
         He pretends that he doesn’t. He still wants her to believe that he’s just fine without her, able to take care of himself and
            the house, able to drive and climb stairs and yes, raise the damned footrest on his chair.
         

         
         The truth is, he’s failing fast. But he’s too proud to admit it, so she lets him go through the motions. Then, without comment,
            she does the things he can’t do, and he lets her.
         

         
         “You should have asked me to help you get that box, Dad,” she says, shaking her head.

         
         “You’re afraid of the crawl space.”

         
         “Only because there are spiders in it.”

         
         “There was one spider, Emmie. About twenty-five years ago. I’m pretty sure he’s gone.”

         
         “He was a freakishly huge and hairy mutant monster spider, Dad,” she protests with a grin. “Listen, I have to go grab your
            pills for you.”
         

         
         “Wait a minute. First let me tell you what I found in that box.”

         
         “You’re stalling.”

         
         “You’re curious,” he returns. “Admit it.”

         
         “I’m curious. What did you find?”

         
         “Old pictures, some notebooks, greeting cards and postcards, and papers.”

         
         “Letters?”

         
         “Letters, documents, newspaper clippings. It’s going to take me months to go through it all and read everything. But that
            one packet did catch my eye, because I could see at a glance that it was much older than everything else.”
         

         
         “Over three hundred years old, you said?”

         
         “Yes. And as far as I can tell, it seems to have been written by someone who lived in Mundy’s Landing.”

         
         “One of our ancestors?”

         
         “Could be.”

         
         So maybe they’re descended from those heroic Mundy orphans after all.

         
         “What does the rest of the letter say?”

         
         “I’ll show it to you. It’s upstairs. I put it away for safekeeping.” He makes a move as if he’s about to stand up.

         
         “I’ll get it, Dad. But first, I need to go get your medicine.”

         
         This time, he doesn’t argue. His breathing seems a little shallow when she returns from the kitchen with a glass of water
            and medication. When she arrived in June and realized there were too many pills left in the orange prescription bottles in
            the kitchen, he admitted to occasionally forgetting a dose or two. Alarmed, she bought a plastic compartmentalized box that
            holds a week’s worth of pills doled into day parts. He grudgingly admitted that was a good idea, but drew the line at setting
            his cell phone timer as she’d suggested. She keeps track of the timing herself, but worries about what will happen when she
            goes back home at the end of the summer.
         

         
         Back in the living room, she finds him holding his phone, once again looking at the photo he’d shown her earlier.

         
         “We shall never tell,” he muses thoughtfully.
         

         
         “What do you think it means?”

         
         “It means someone was determined to keep a secret. Now the question is, should we try to find out what it was? Or should we
            let it stay buried?”
         

         
         Again, she finds herself thinking of her mother, buried so deeply by her father—and her own memory—that Emerson can’t even
            remember what she looked like.
         

         
         The mirror yields few clues. She herself is a Mundy through and through, bearing a strong resemblance to her father. They
            share a long-limbed build, though his hasn’t been lean in years, and thick, wavy hair, hers brunette and cascading halfway
            down her back, his now faded to white. They have the same dimple on their right cheek, the same angular nose, the same bristly
            slashes of brow. Even their wide set, prominent, upturned eyes are the same, with one notable exception.
         

         
         Both of Jerry Mundy’s eyes are a piercing blue. Only one of Emerson’s is that shade; the other, a chalky gray.

         
         “I think,” she tells her father, “it’s time to do a little digging into the past.”
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