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Chapter 1


A YOUNG WOMAN’S RUIN AND DEATH.

MARY STANNARD’S DEAD BODY FOUND AT DURHAM, CONN.—THE MANNER OF HER DEATH UNEXPLAINED—A STATEMENT IMPLICATING A CLERGYMAN.


Special Dispatch to the New-York Times.

HARTFORD, Sept. 5, 1878—The dead body of Mary E. Stannard, 22 years old, was found at Durham, near the border of Madison, on Tuesday night. She had been living with her father, and on Tuesday left home to go, as she said, into the woods half a mile away after berries. As she did not return, a search was made and she was found dead in the woods, lying in a by-path on her back, with her hands folded across her breast. On the left side of her neck was a puncture wound, apparently made by a pointed knife, which had severed the carotid artery and jugular vein and larynx. There was also a hole through her scalp, and a severe contusion on the back of her right hand. At a Coroner’s inquest a sister of the girl told this story:

“Mary returned from Guilford Sunday last, bringing with her her 2-year-old illegitimate child—the cause of her having to leave the house where she had been at service. She was very low-spirited, and said she was pregnant, and that Rev. H. H. Hayden, who lives in Rockland and preaches in the Methodist Church in Madison, was the father of the unborn child. She said further that she had informed the clergyman of her condition, and he had promised to stand by her. He called at the house at 11 o’clock on that day, and made an appointment to meet her at a large rock, where the body was found. The deceased left at the time appointed to fulfill the engagement with him.”

The post-mortem examination disclosed the fact that she was not in the condition alleged. Nor was there any evidence that her person had been violated, the latter fact being important in connection with a theory that she might have been outraged by a tramp and then murdered. The testimony of a woman who was passing by the woods where the body was found and heard shrieks seems to indicate an assault. The story of the sister implicating the clergyman looks like an invention, and possibly was told by the deceased while in a distracted state of mind. It is said that insanity runs in the family, and the mother died insane.

A special dispatch from Madison tonight says that Rev. Mr. Hayden’s name has not been reproachfully mentioned there, and that nothing has been heard of any movement to arrest him. The scene of the tragedy is remote from thickly settled places, away from railroads and telegraph, and much that is heard comes by rumor.







 

 

Chapter 2


Rowan College

Rowan, Vermont

February 20, 1998

All of the doors in Davidson Hall had a distinct creak—like a dog groaning in his sleep, and then waking with an excited, rasping half yawn.

UUUUUURRRH—eeep!

A friendly old dog awakening upon your arrival.

It wasn’t a ghostly sound, exactly, but more one of old-timey warmth. Revered building. Strong wood. Strong doors. Old hinges.

Welcome home.

That’s how I felt about every corner of this campus. More like home than any place I’d ever been. But Davidson Hall most of all. It was the oldest dorm—maybe the oldest building—in the entire school. I loved its musty stairwells and its clinking, steaming radiators.

My stomach growled as I climbed the stairs to the second floor. I couldn’t get Bon Jovi’s “Bad Medicine” out of my mind. I’d just gotten an A on a political science paper and whenever I had little victories, my head wanted to play through its favorite songs from when I was ten. Pop metal was apparently hardwired into the pleasure centers of my brain.

Two doors from the stairwell. Number 202. My chunky-heeled loafers were pinching my feet and I couldn’t wait to get out of them. I turned the loose doorknob and pressed against the Einstein-with-his-tongue-out poster that hung above it.

UUUUUURRRHH—eeep.

After the sound of the door, I noticed a silence in place of the sluggish “Oh . . . Hullo” that usually greeted me at that time of day.

The silence was not coming from an absence, however. It was coming from the figure on the bed—with the familiarly pale and knobby knee poking out from beneath the lilac afghan.

I approached the bed and touched the knee. Despite its cold, I was able to swallow the sensation of horror because this could not be real. This only happened in movies, and not to regular girls like me and certainly not to drippy girls like her.

After I jostled her arm and saw her face, that horror came back up my throat as a scream that I could not stop.





 

 

Chapter 3


Haverton, Connecticut

December 1, 2014

Shhhhh.

The sound followed so immediately after my daughter’s cry that I didn’t even open my eyes. Lucy was doing her saddest cry—the jagged, choking one that normally sent me flying into her room. Tonight, though, I could remain in bed, warm under the down comforter. Even over the fuzzy secondhand baby monitor we’d been using, the shushing sound was distinct and assured. Chad had apparently heard her first as I’d slept uncharacteristically deeply. A welcome role reversal, if only for a night.

Sweet, I thought.

Shhhhh.

I smiled, wondering if Chad had picked up Lucy or was trying to settle her with just patting and reassuring from the side of the crib. It was a fool’s errand with our live-wire daughter, but we still tried sometimes—in hopes that she’d one day learn how to fall asleep somewhere besides our arms or a car seat.

Shhhhh.

I tossed from my right side to my left. Upon landing on my elbow, my gaze met the familiar hill of my husband’s back. He was clad in his robe—probably because there were no clean pajamas. Lately, I’d been better about doing Lucy’s laundry than our own. The thought I need to pop in a load of shirts and underwear one of these days somehow registered in my brain just before this more alarming one: If Chad is here in bed with me, who is in there shushing Lucy?

Shhhhh.

I wasn’t dreaming.

I threw off the covers.

“What? What is it? Wantmetogo?” Chad mumbled.

I jumped out of bed and raced down the hall—a hall whose blue-lit carpet and wall seemed endless and unfamiliar as I ran toward the sound of my pulse and my daughter’s cries.

When I reached into her crib, I swiftly snatched her up. I heard a thunk as I did it, but a few seconds later, after my heart stopped pounding, it felt like the sound had been a product of my nervous imagination. Lucy was in my arms now. That was all that mattered.





 

 

Chapter 4


Northampton Lunatic Hospital

Northampton, Massachusetts

December 20, 1885

Five years. That’s how long it’s taken you to come see me. Did you forget about me, dear brother? Or did you think—do you still think—they would not—and will not—ever let me out? Did you not want to hear my side of things, for fear I would be too persuasive?

Fear not. I barely know why I am even here—though over the years I have developed some theories. Don’t I always have theories? Yet none of those theories quite explains your absence or your silence until now.

Were you afraid you might find me bald and naked in a cage? Certainly it happens here, somewhere in the back halls of this monstrous brick building—far behind the grand front rotunda and these front parlor rooms. I hear the screams, but I tend not to put pictures to them in my mind lest I begin screaming myself and end up back there with them, joining their terrible chorus. If one can manage not to rage and wail, one stands a chance of a sedate existence. Did the nurse tell you that I occasionally work in the greenhouse? It is my favorite time, if it is possible to have a favorite of anything in this life. Many of the nurses have remarked on my delicate touch with the seedlings.

Surely, though, you did not come to hear about that.

You wish to know my side, truly?

Very well, then. Since you have taken so long to come and find me, I think it best to tell the whole story. I shouldn’t want to leave anything out, since perhaps you won’t return for another five years? Ten? For eternity? I have been waiting some time to tell it to you, so if you’ll indulge me, I shall go back to the very beginning.





 

 

Chapter 5


Haverton, Connecticut

December 2, 2014

In the light of morning—even a dreary, rainy morning like this one—and accompanied by the invigorating whir of the coffee grinder, the night’s drama seemed silly, and its explanation obvious.

We had an iPod playing water sounds in Lucy’s room all night long. There were four tracks on the album—waterfall, rain storm, babbling brook, and ocean waves. We’d used this recording since Lucy’s very first night home from the hospital. The waves one in particular had an undertone of shush . . . swish . . . shush to it.

“You know what it probably was, really?” Chad shouted at me over the grinding of his fancy beans. He still allowed himself an espresso twice a week when his Crohn’s wasn’t threatening to flare.

“What’s that?” I shouted back, dumping baby oatmeal into a purple plastic bowl.

“Wishful thinking,” he yelled as the grinding stopped. “Your subconscious is telling you what a better husband would have been doing in that moment.”

I snorted. “Yeah. My subconscious is a real ballbuster, I guess.”

I stepped out of the kitchen for a moment to squeeze some breast milk into the bowl. Chad doesn’t know that I do this, and I’m sure it would wig him out if he did. But I am always engorged in the morning and it’s such a pain to sterilize the manual pump for just an ounce or so for Lucy’s cereal. Interestingly, Chad never seemed to notice that I occasionally came back into the kitchen with wet cereal when I’d left with dry. Too busy with the espresso ritual. For the best, really.

I fed Lucy her baby oatmeal, which she gobbled happily. I’d heard of babies rejecting solid food at first, but this had never been the case with our Lucy. At the first taste of it two weeks ago, her eyes had lit up at the novelty of it—and had been lighting up with each spoonful since. It was quite different from her approach to nursing—sucking in a scowling, workmanlike fashion from the very first day.

“She’s got something on her nose,” I said, watching her brow crinkle with concern for the proximity of her next spoonful. One side of the top of her nose looked sore and red. “A kind of . . . ding.”

“Maybe she rolled hard into one of the crib slats,” Chad said, pouring my cappuccino foam. “She’s going a little crazy with the rolling, I’ve noticed. She’s got some WWE moves lately.”

“Yeah.” I glanced out the window at our driveway, where the puddles were dimpling with rain. Most likely there would be no walking with Lucy today.

“If she wakes up tonight, why don’t you nudge me?” Chad said. “It’s my turn.”

Tonight seemed so far away. Two more solid meals. Two naps for Lucy—probably on my chest. Nursing. Board books ad nauseam. Feel the fluffy yellow chick. The pig is PINK. The strawberry is RED. Straining—straining so hard—not to turn on the television to speed up the long midafternoon hours. The evils of secondhand television, after all. As bad for the tiny brain as secondhand smoke is for the lungs, they say. There is no such thing as educational programming for children under three. It was more difficult now that the weather was getting chillier, and walks were growing unappealing and sometimes ill-advised. Annoyingly, it had been a particularly cold and rainy autumn so far.

“Okay?” Chad said.

“Okay,” I said, then gulped my coffee greedily as Chad pulled on his coat. It seemed that once Chad was gone, I always forgot to drink what was left in my cup.

Lucy was writhing in her chair, already bored with sitting. I knocked a spoon rhythmically against her tray table. She seemed mesmerized by it for a few moments—not nearly as long as I was. I was easily mesmerized these days.

“Maybe it was Florabelle,” Chad said.

“Who? What?” I said, looking up.

“Shushing Lucy, I mean.”

“Oh.” I pushed the spoon to Lucy.

Florabelle was what we called the dressmaker’s dummy we’d found in the deepest depths of our house’s storage space. We’d made the discovery a couple of months before Lucy was born, when we were storing stuff from the “guest room” (really the junk room, with the old futon on the floor) we’d cleared out for her nursery. It had been a funny moment—through the wall I’d heard a shout of surprise, then Chad laughing. Abby, I want you to see this.

Ultimately, we’d decided it wasn’t worth my trying to hunch my giant pregnant body into the space just to look at an old dummy. It was a tight, dusty space with a slanted ceiling, running all along one side of the upstairs hall of the house. You had to stay hunched down quite low to walk the length of it, and if you accidentally pulled yourself up, you risked bonking your head or jabbing your shoulder on a rusty nail. Chad took a picture on his iPhone for me to see. Chad left her right where he’d found her, putting all of our old boxes at her feet. We named her Florabelle and spoke of her affectionately until Lucy was born. Then we promptly forgot about her.

I smiled. “Florabelle doesn’t have a head, my dear. What would she shush with, exactly?”

“Hmm,” Chad said, twisting his mouth into a feigned look of puzzlement.

Then he picked up his travel mug, messenger bag, and plastic tub of loose pennies. For the past couple of months, he’d been doing something he called “coin roll hunting.” He bought one or two hundred dollars’ worth of one coin or another, examined them for old collectibles, silver dimes or quarters, minting errors, or other oddities that made them worth more than their face value. Then he returned the remaining coins for his money back, saving the occasional special one to eventually sell on eBay.

“Back to the bank with your pennies?” I said.

“I think I’ll just go ahead and trade them in for dimes.”

“Live dangerously, dear.”

“I always do,” he said and kissed Lucy and me good-bye.





 

 

Chapter 6


Northampton Lunatic Hospital

Northampton, Massachusetts

December 20, 1885

It begins when we were children, doesn’t it?

It begins with the assumption that I was, like Clara, to take after Mother and you after Father. I was to be gentle and affectionate, and you bookish and systematic.

Perhaps it didn’t work out that way since we were twins. In the womb, you got some of the substance intended for me, and vice versa. Gestational medicine—is that the term for it?—has never been one of my interests, but is it not possible that things get mixed up in there and improperly distributed?

Remember when Father brought home the old microscope for you to try? It was for your—our—twelfth birthday. I received a beautiful blue dress and was appropriately grateful for it, I hope. I still remember it well—the lace collar and the mother-of-pearl buttons. Thankfully, though, you were perfectly willing to share your treasure—more than I could mine.

At first, I was only allowed to fetch tree bark and feathers outdoors and dead moths from the cupboards, bringing them to you as we imagined Father’s lab assistant would.

Within a week you grew bored of the game, the microscope, and my constant company in its presence. You returned to your friends and to kicking a ball up and down the street in the afternoons.

I became my own assistant. The first thing I looked at was a dandelion pappus. Yes, the pappus is the fluffy crown—I have a good memory for these things. Its tufts are a hundred times more beautiful up close—each one a radiant sun. Not every object I found was so brilliant as a dandelion’s pappus, of course. But nearly everything seemed to offer a hidden, if subtle, surprise. How I adored my stolen time at your desk.

Mother allowed it as long as she thought I was looking at things beautiful and delicate—flower petals and blades of grass. She didn’t know how I loved to look at scabs and fingernails and the wings of dead flies. Even Father did not know that. Even you.

You did not know how beastly your sister was, did you?





 

 

Chapter 7


Haverton, Connecticut

December 3, 2014

Lucy had been sleeping for nearly two hours.

I’d had a shower and taken care of the dishes and done the laundry. The triple crown of naptime. So rare that one got to accomplish all three. But I had done it, and now I was staring up our narrow staircase, wondering if there was something wrong.

Lucy never slept this long in the afternoon.

But why bite a gift horse in the mouth, as my malaprop-prone grandmother used to say. If I crept up the stairs, they’d squeak and grunt and probably wake her.

I palmed the spherical wooden knob at the bottom of our banister and tried to identify what, exactly, I’d been longing to do the last time I’d wished Lucy would take longer naps. Wasn’t there a book I’d been meaning to read? A friend I’d been meaning to call?

Surely Lucy would be waking any moment now, so perhaps it was best to simply embrace the quiet. I’d been better at that when Lucy was a newborn. Now that she was a bit older, and now that the beginning of the school year had come and gone without me, quiet seemed a bit less tender, a bit less precious. More like something that had to be filled and endured.

When we’d learned last year that I was due in June, it had never been a question that I’d take the following school year off. The administration at Brigham Girls’ Academy did not seem particularly broken up about losing me for a year. I’d been there only two years, and I believe they found me serviceable but replaceable—though they’d promised to hold my position, giving my eager substitute only a one-year contract. I wondered what she was teaching the AP girls today. Thomas Paine? No. Already too late in the year for that. The Federalists? I supposed I was glad to miss that today.

I slipped my phone out of my pocket and looked at the time. It had been more than two hours now. And what of that thunk I’d heard in the night as I lifted Lucy out of the crib? A hard hit on the head. Shaken baby. Don’t let the baby sleep after a bump on the head. I’d seen it all over the mom forums online. My heart jumped, and I started up the stairs. How had I forgotten that?

I took the final steps two at a time, leaping toward Lucy’s room, stretching my hand toward her door.

The door felt heavy for a moment—as if there was someone behind it, pushing it in the opposite direction. The sensation sent a chill down my arm and through my fingers. I tried to grip the doorknob tighter, but my hand felt paralyzed.

Taking my hand off the knob, I pressed the door with my shoulder. I wasn’t sure if it was me or the door that grunted as it swung open, popping abruptly against the naked metal doorstop. We’d taken the rubber parts of the doorstop off before Lucy was born because they were a choking hazard. Why not childproof what you can, when you can?

Lucy sighed in response to the noise. I caught my breath and then held it. Her arms were flung out in both directions—as if she were making snow angels against the fitted white sheet.

I stared at Lucy’s turned head, admiring the clockwise swirl of her delicate blond-brown hair. Lighter than mine, but darker than her dad’s. The friendly woman who used to sit near me at the Mommies and Babies group at the library—the tall one named Sara, with the completely bald baby girl—had complimented its color.

This was the first week I’d skipped the group since the summer. I’d grown bored of it—all of us nursing and sipping cold decafs and pretending we weren’t already secretly judging each other. I’d thought I’d make a few friends among the other mothers there, but it hadn’t happened. Sara had been nice, but we hadn’t really clicked. I didn’t think I’d go again.

I did need to think of a way to get out more. Maybe I should at least sign up for a moms and babies swimming class. Something like that. Was Lucy old enough for that? Even if she was, I’d have to order a one-piece bathing suit for sure. My stomach had not fared well during the pregnancy. My navel, now misshapen and framed with wrinkles, felt more like a vile and private orifice than anything deserving of a cute label like “belly button.”

For a week or so I’d attempted calling it “the dowager countess,” to remind myself that something wrinkled could still be cool and dignified, but I didn’t manage to convince myself. Nor did I particularly wish to become the sort of person who named her body parts.

Lucy turned her face toward me but didn’t open her eyes. I knelt down on the floor next to the crib, wincing as the floorboards creaked.

The mark on her face had more definition now, circling the outside of her nose and the inner part of her right cheekbone. It also appeared to be turning purple. Maybe it was just the dull light of her room. I had lowered her shades for naptime.

Lucy’s water sounds were playing on repeat. Sitting cross-legged now on her floor with nothing better to do, I had a chance to see if I was correct about the “waves” track. When it came around, I closed my eyes and listened carefully. The waves were thunderous on their way in but hissed softly on their way out. Ssssssss. Sometimes more like swish swish. Maybe, when one was sleepy, one wanted to hear shhhhh. So that was how I’d heard it through the monitor the previous night.

As I waited for Lucy to wake up, I listened to all four tracks a couple of times and rated them from my first to least favorite: rain storm, babbling brook, ocean waves, waterfall. Or maybe babbling brook first. But waterfall was definitely last.





 

 

Chapter 8


Northampton Lunatic Hospital

Northampton, Massachusetts

December 20, 1885

My point, Harry, is that I perhaps appreciate the world’s tiny mechanisms better than I do the more significant hows and whys.

The why of our Lord taking Father from us when he did, for sad example.

When Father died, a fog settled over all of us. It seemed, after some months, that it lifted for you and Clara and even Mother. Not for me, though. Do you remember? You all mourned so efficiently, so neatly—at least, compared to me. You all simply turned back to your everyday affairs. I, however, did not have everyday affairs as such. I was between one stage and another. No school as you had. No husband as Clara had. My days were occupied cooking and cleaning for Mother, and occasionally practicing the piano. Of course, I read whenever Mother allowed. My selections most often came from Father’s library—usually about plants and anatomy and microscopy. Stories never appealed to me. At least not made-up ones.

How I dragged about the house for months. I was Mother’s rag doll. I knew that our circumstances required me to be especially dutiful. Yet I could not rouse myself beyond the minimal chores and affections.

Mother did, however, find me most useful in her Saturday baking. Baking was, of all the chores, the most like Father’s science, with its measurements and proportions and chemical reactions. I took notes on the results and improved the product each week. It was a childish endeavor, but it kept me earnestly occupied.

My condition improved by small degrees. Still, home was never the same, was it? Without Father’s good cheer and Father’s curiosities? That is not to say Mother did not provide us with as much comfort as she was able. Frankly, though, I missed the way Father indulged me. Specifically, the way he would talk of my future, my education. All of that talk died with him.

When he was alive, Father spoke highly of a women’s college in Massachusetts that he thought would be suitable for me. Now that we were being educated on Uncle John’s generosity, however, there was little possibility of anything so frivolous. We were lucky that your plans for Yale were so fully realized.

I digress. I bring up the changed atmosphere of home by way of explanation. You never did understand why I was so agreeable to Matthew’s courtship, and so eager to accept his proposal. You hinted I ought to wait for someone closer in age, someone more similar in disposition.

My disposition would have been a tricky match, though, don’t you think? And Matthew had such an air of tidy optimism, did he not?

Of course you know what that means, Harry. Don’t be silly.

Haven’t I ever told you about the first time he brought me a gift? It was perhaps his third call to the house, and he gave me a tiny figurine of a kitten. I have never much liked kittens, but I was nonetheless flattered that Matthew had so quickly elevated our courtship to that level.

To accompany the gift, Matthew had a charming story of how it came into his possession.

“I was on my way to the train in Boston when I got drawn into this queer little shop not far from the station.”

“Is it pleasing to you, traveling by train?” I asked. “My father didn’t care much for it, but I have never tried it.”

“I’ve done it so much in recent years, I hardly think about it.”

I did not know how to reply. I looked away because I found myself, as often, inappropriately transfixed by the curious part in his hair, so wide and so far to one side. I wondered if, were we ever married, it would be impertinent to suggest moving it a half-inch back toward the middle.

“When you first started, then, did you enjoy it?” I inquired. “Or did you find it very jarring, very noisy, the first time or two?”

“Not so very much,” Matthew answered before scooting forward in his chair, balancing himself quite eagerly at its very edge. “Now, about this kitten. The man had wares from all over the world. I believe this little treasure was from China. So entranced was I by it that I forgot my train for some time. Perhaps I’d have stood there looking at it for some time more had the train not blasted its horn. So startled was I that I dropped the little creature. The shopkeeper was incensed and rushed at me. When I bent to pick it up, I saw, to my astonishment, that it had survived the fall intact! Not a scratch. Now my time for making my selections was clearly over. And this cat had proven itself to be a very special find indeed. I decided he was fated for me. I have had him for a year or two now, but I had always intended him to be a gift for someone.”

The tiny figurine was pink. I considered asking him, to be witty, if cats were pink in China. I bit my tongue, however, for fear of appearing ungrateful.

“Eight lives left on him,” I said. “Or perhaps fewer, for all we know.”

What’s that, Harry? Pardon me. Was I drifting for a moment? The nurses tell me I do that often—even in the middle of our conversations, such as they are. Or in the sewing room, when my progress has stalled and my quota of curtains or shirts is not filled. They think me mad, I suppose. Silly me! Why would they think me anything else? In my defense, I believe there is something about this place that enlivens one’s memory. On some days, as I fall asleep to white walls and other women’s groans and snores, all I can remember of my day—aside from the consoling light of the greenhouse—is the experience of remembering something else.

Ah, but returning to Matthew—all other things aside, waiting for someone closer in age would mean waiting for years upon years. That’s what I told you, wasn’t it? I was only twenty. All the young men my age had to finish their schooling and establish themselves. Was I to wait that long, sweeping the kitchen floor in the afternoons, stirring Mother’s tiresome pots of peas, pulling endless—though perfected—cider loaves from that oppressive oven?

Matthew was already a lawyer. He already had a house to his name. Yes, the house was in Haverton—a few miles away from our New Haven home, and from Mother. But that wouldn’t be such a bad thing, would it? A new place? I would be closer to Clara. And my old friend Louise was in Haverton, caring for her aunt Dorothy. I would not be so terribly lonely then.

Things would surely be different if I was the woman of the house? With Matthew’s means, I’d even have a maid to assist me. There would be time for reading and explorations. There would be trips on mighty, bellowing trains.





 

 

Chapter 9


Haverton, Connecticut

December 4, 2014

Chad was going to be home late, so it was a good time to catch up on his least favorite entertainments. He didn’t understand my taste for stand-up and late-night comedy. I clicked on a old Louis C.K. special, pulled the laptop up close to my pillow, and pulled up the duvet.

CLING!

I heard the sound of something small and metallic falling out of the bed and onto our wood floor. Probably a penny. Chad brought the occasional penny roll to bed—to examine under a reading lamp while I dozed off early. Sometimes I’d peer over to his side of the bed and feel a twinge of guilt at what my postpartum period had done to him. It had turned him into a nerd.

But it was payback, in a way. Chad didn’t know that my stand-up habit started in the second year of our marriage. That was the year that his dog Bartleby—who had predated me by several years—had to be put down. Then Chad’s Crohn’s—mild up till that point—flared up worse than it ever had. Chad grew frighteningly thin and had to go to the hospital for an IV a couple of times, then take a few weeks off from his job. I’d make him a special gluten-free, dairy-free dinner every night, then sit up with him, correcting papers while we watched his sci-fi shows. When that was all over, I’d tune in to my Conan or my Jimmy or whoever else was available. Or if the timing was off, I’d get on YouTube and watch old clips of George Carlin, Chris Rock, or Bill Hicks. Sometimes till two A.M. Then I’d get up at five-thirty in the morning to go teach—all yawns and private giggles.

That was five years ago. But to this day, I dreaded our cat Monty ever getting sick. I watched his eating habits with great care. I took him to the vet religiously. Maybe the timing of Bartleby’s death and Chad’s flare-up was partially coincidental. There was a lot of stress involved in Chad’s job—marketing consultation—that never seemed to affect him at all. But it was all a bloodless sort of stress—petty client needs and tedious business travel. It made perfect sense that Chad’s weak spot was for cute, furry little animals.

Now Louis C.K. was talking about his little daughter and her idea of “secrets.” I’d seen it several times before, of course, but I heard it differently now that I had Lucy. Lucy would tell me secrets someday. And then someday, she wouldn’t. My eyelids started to droop, and Louis C.K.’s words started to lose their meaning, dissolving into the beginning of a dream about a squirrel in a bloated diaper. I couldn’t get the squirrel to sit still to change it, and the diaper was way too big.

When a cry awoke me, the comedy was still playing, but the clock at the corner of the computer said 9:12. I nestled my head in my pillow and waited a moment. Occasionally she got herself back to sleep when she awoke so early in the night. Very occasionally, but it was possible. There was a silence, and I allowed myself to drift off a bit.

After what felt like a minute or two, there was another cry, and then a shhhhh.

Right. Chad had said he’d be getting in around nine.

He must’ve just come in the door and heard Lucy crying. He’d gone straight to her room to tend to her—before even coming to me.

Shhhhh, he whispered.

I closed my eyes again. But I hadn’t heard the car in the driveway at all. Nor had I heard the side door open.

Shhhhh.

My eyes snapped open. I sprang up and staggered into the hallway. When I reached Lucy’s door, I grabbed the doorknob and pushed.

The door felt heavy.

I pushed harder. There was a stickiness to the doorframe.

Turning the knob, I put my full weight against the door and it flew open with an OOOOOAAHHHHR sound.

I rushed to Lucy’s crib but paused before picking her up. I needed to lift her out carefully this time. In my hesitation, I noticed that she had suddenly stopped crying. Her eyes were wide open, and she was staring at me with a half smile on her face.

“Come here, my little night owl,” I whispered, trying to control the wobbling sensation in my mouth.

Once Lucy was nestled against my chest, I whispered in her ear, “Who? Who? Who?”

Lucy giggled. I was about to congratulate myself for my spontaneous inventiveness, but I noticed that Lucy wasn’t looking at me at all. Her eyes were fixed on the doorway.

Could it have been the sound of the door that had stopped her crying? Lucy had only laughed a few times in her life so far, and each time it had been at something enigmatically unfunny from an adult perspective: the fluttering of a plastic bag to the floor, the sound of Chad flipping through a pile of bills, the sudden appearance of George Stephanopoulos on television.

“What is it, honey?” I said. “The door?”

I carried Lucy to the door and gently pushed it halfway closed and then open again.

OOOOOAAHHHHR. I glanced at Lucy. She seemed interested, but not particularly amused.

I opened the door again, wider this time.

OOOOOAAHHHHR-eeee.

Lucy cracked a smile at the squeaky finish.

I did it again. And again. Still no laugh.

OOOOOAAHHHHR-eeee.

Lucy nestled her head into my chest and closed her eyes.

I opened and closed the door again. And again. It didn’t sound quite right. Something about that sound was just not at all right for a baby girl’s room.

OOOOOAAHHHHR-eeee.

And again and again. Some illogical part of me thought that if I opened and closed it enough times, the sound would either wear itself out or morph into a slightly different—if not a slightly more pleasant—sound.

OOOOOAAHHHHR-eeee. OOOOOAAHHHHR-eeee.

“What’re you two up to?”

I jumped. Chad was at the bottom of the stairs, looking up at me.

“Oh. When did you get home?”

“Just now. You guys are up late.”

“Lucy likes the door sound.”

“Really,” said Chad, tiptoeing up the stairs to meet me.

I looked down at Lucy, who was dozing on my arm. Her mouth was open, her lower lip mushed against my flannel pajamas. Chad took my arms in his so we were both cradling Lucy at the same time.

“Wow,” he said, studying Lucy’s face. “That bruise looks kinda nasty.”

I stared at Lucy’s face. He was right. It had turned a blue-purple. It looked bigger than it had earlier in the day—though perhaps it was just its two-toned quality that made it seem so.

“Huh. I guess we need to be more careful,” he said, shrugging. “Do we even know how she got that?”

I was pretty sure I knew when she’d gotten it. The first night I’d heard the shushing sound over the monitor. But how—I wasn’t so sure of that. Had it been when I lifted her out of the crib so hastily? Or had the bump happened before I arrived? And was that why she’d been crying in the first place? And what was this we Chad was using, when he couldn’t have meant anything but you?

“No,” I murmured. “No, we don’t.”





 

 

Chapter 10


Northampton Lunatic Hospital

Northampton, Massachusetts

December 20, 1885

Yes, yes. You are correct. There were no mighty, bellowing trains. I got nothing more than a whistling teakettle in my Haverton kitchen.

I understand that you were skeptical, Harry. You must nonetheless admit that early married life suited me better than wasting away in Mother’s home? Granting, of course, that I have adjusted my conception of what wasting really means in more recent years—

Yes. Early married life suited me well. I have already made that stipulation. You needn’t interrupt.

I did enjoy being the mistress of a household—at least more than being a dutiful daughter. Our maid, Tessa, took up most of the more tedious housework, and I got to focus on the fancier cooking and hostessing tasks.

Matthew would come home and tell me about his work. When we were first married, he tried and won an embezzlement case. I’d look forward to hearing the details over dinner, but those conversations were often disappointing.

The secretary wasn’t recording the funds correctly in the accounting books and was taking the difference for himself.

He’s a revolting little fellow, really. That’s what it boils down to.

Oh, I don’t remember the exact numbers, darling.

The lesson is, Frances, that we all ought to be careful about whom we trust.

For a time, I felt that if I spent half the day in the kitchen working to serve his dinner hot, at the appointed time, and with the most precisely pleasing flavors, Matthew would in return serve up a decent and detailed story of his day’s endeavors. That is not how marriage and housekeeping operates, I soon learned. Matthew never explained his work as vividly as you always did your studies.

Perhaps it was the age difference between Matthew and me that made him speak of things so simply. Or perhaps you always spoiled me with information since I’m your sister.

That is fascinating, Harry. I do wonder if the human brain is similarly organized? But how, specifically, did Fritsch and Hitzig access that part of dogs’ brains while they were still alive?

Do you really want to know, Frances?

Why wouldn’t I want to know?

Very well, then . . .

Matthew, however, thought I would not understand. It didn’t bother me a great deal with that embezzlement case. But then, about six months into our marriage, he helped take on a more important case: the McFarlene murder, which occurred right there in our Haverton! Suddenly the details—the ones I could get out of him—were more enticing. A Wiggins Hill drunkard named John McFarlene had beaten Walter Beck, his brother-in-law, to death, they said. He had apparently dragged the body to the woods in hopes it wouldn’t be discovered. But a dog had found it the very next day, and barked and barked till his master came and saw it, too.

It was around that time, however, that I started to feel unsteady on my feet, and nauseous at kitchen smells. Not long after, Dr. Graham confirmed my pregnancy. My interest in nearly everything around me—and Matthew’s work was no exception—wore thin as I became consumed with worries about the future.

I’d always enjoyed compliments on my small and delicate frame. Now those qualities felt like a death sentence. Surely I would not survive the birth of a child? And if I did survive? What then? I had never thought of myself as a mother. Why hadn’t I?

Matthew was entirely occupied with his work and perhaps did not notice his wife’s mortal fear. And then—rather quickly—his case was won. Of course Matthew was the younger, assisting prosecutor. Nonetheless, it was quite an impressive and celebrated win for such a young attorney. Do you remember? McFarlene was hanged in New Haven. Matthew was even present for the execution—can you imagine? Despite—or perhaps because of—my own (I presumed) imminent death, I longed to hear the details.

Was there a look of dread or a look of peace on McFarlene’s face as he walked his final steps? Did he have any last words? Did his neck make a snapping noise after the trap was sprung? Is it true that the eyes bulge out in the terminal moments? Is it a purely physical response to the rope’s constriction, or is it perhaps a final begging sort of gesture—begging to see just one more moment of life on Earth?

I suppose Matthew would not have been able to answer about the eyes since the convict’s face is always covered. In any case, he would not have wished to answer any such questions. He surely would have been troubled to hear them out of the mouth of his sweet young bride. Besides, my condition made him regard me with even more delicacy than before.

Once the “unpleasant business” (as Matthew often called the execution) was over, Matthew was entrusted with ever more important cases. We enjoyed a respectable, even enviable, position in New Haven society.

We were the model of a happy young family, poised for even more auspicious times. At least, I believe that is how we appeared. There was a darkness growing inside me by then, however. I hid it well, but I pictured it often as a black tulip—like the ones I used to see with Father at his friend Mr. Cogdill’s grand greenhouse.

Strong and pointed foliage unfurling. Petals with all the beauty of a crow’s plumage.





 

 

Chapter 11


Haverton, Connecticut

December 5, 2014

The wind was freezing, but the sun was shining. And we needed paper towels. At least, as much as you could really need paper towels. It was a decent enough excuse to walk to the nearby convenience store. Lucy was usually pretty happy rolling around in her covered stroller, and I was usually happy if there was a coffee in its cupholder—even if it was convenience store coffee.

I made my way back slowly, pushing the stroller one-handed as I sipped. As I took the corner to our street, the stroller’s plastic wheels groaned painfully over the gravel on the sidewalk and refused to straighten. I had to put down the coffee for a moment and use both hands to reorient the stroller in the right direction. Coffee splattered out of the cup’s little sip-hole, and I muttered a couple of curse words under my breath.

As I picked up the cup and continued toward home, I saw that our neighbor was watching me from her driveway.

Patty, I had to remind myself. She looked so uncannily like Liza Minnelli that L names always came to my head first when I grasped for her name.

“Tiiiii-naaaaaah” Patty called when she saw me looking back at her. Patty seemed to keep her cat on a tight meal schedule. “Time for breakfast!” “Time for lunch!” “Time for din-din!” she called consistently at eight, one, and six o’clock. Chad had recently claimed that he’d heard her calling “Tina, time for your bath!” Patty—who was divorced, in her sixties, and, in her words, “still waiting for grandbabies”—always seemed eager to interact with Lucy.

“Hi there,” I called as we approached her driveway.

“Hello,” Patty said. “I saw you walk by when you left. I hope you two didn’t go too far in this windy weather.”

“Just to SmartMart.”

Patty nodded. “Can I say hi to the little one?”

I pulled the hood of the stroller open slightly and peeked in. “She’s asleep,” I said.

“The movement puts them to sleep real good, huh?”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “She’s in la-la land.”

I considered my house for a moment, trying to take in its antique charm as I had the first time I’d laid eyes on it: its unusually steep roof, its cozy blue solidity as it perched on its high stone steps. When you faced it from the street, it had perfect square symmetry—like a child’s drawing of a house. There was a single black shuttered window on each side of its perky evergreen door.

“Patty . . .” I said slowly, “you’ve lived here in this neighborhood quite a few years, haven’t you?”

“Almost twenty, yes.”

“You knew the previous owner of my house pretty well?”

“Janelle? No. She only lived here a year or so. I don’t think it was ever her plan to stay very long. Just to fix it up nice and flip it.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean her. I meant before that.”

“Shirley, you mean? The Barnetts? You know, before Janelle, the Barnetts owned this house going way way back. Like, more than a hundred years, I think.”

“I know.” The real estate agent told us the basic story. The house had been in the Barnett family for generations. Shirley Barnett—a Barnett by marriage—had been in her eighties, living in the place alone, when she’d broken her hip and her family had decided to move her out and sell the place. Shirley had died in a nursing home soon after that. “Lately, I’ve just been curious about the house’s history.”

Patty nodded knowingly. “You’re a history teacher, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” I said. If I blamed it on that, this conversation didn’t have to be creepy at all. “I’m a history nerd.”

Patty looked offended on my behalf. “You don’t need to be a nerd to be interested in history. Like, I’m all into Marie Antoinette. Or at least, I was at one time. Do you know much about her?”

“Uh . . . just the basics,” I admitted.

“Anyway,” Patty waved the subject away. “You were talking about your house. Yeah, Shirley and Eddie were real proud the house had been in his family so long. Shame no one in the family wanted it when she had to move out. But she had just the niece and nephew left. Nephew has a house . . . in Southington, I think. And the niece . . . not sure about her. Just didn’t want it. They split the money from the sale, I guess. I don’t know the details.”

Patty shook her head, then tugged thoughtfully at a thick tuft of dark hair by her ear.

“It was a shame,” she said, “how they had to move Shirley out of here like they did. She didn’t want to leave. But it was obvious she couldn’t take care of herself anymore. It was the hip that did it, finally. But even before that I think there was a little dementia setting in, or something. Her nephew Gerard was telling me, the day they moved her out, she was crying, ‘Please don’t take me away! Who is going to take care of the baby?’ She never even had kids. So figure that one out. Poor thing!”

“Umm.” I stared at my hands as they tightened around the stroller handle. They’d grown bright pink from the cold. “Maybe she was talking about a pet, or something?”

“I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure Shirley disliked cats, and I’m certain she didn’t have a dog.”

“Maybe she meant the house,” I suggested. “Maybe she thought of the house as her baby.”

Patty scrunched up her sculpted eyebrows. “You know, I never thought of it that way before. Not sure that makes it any less sad. Huh. But hey—speaking of her nephew Gerard, you might
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