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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Behind every family is a story. Within that story, there’s always someone like me.

      The black sheep. The troubled one. Resident fuck-up. Whatever you want to call it… that’s me.

      Sometimes the title is well-earned—we’re outsiders because we deserve to be. Other times, it’s for one reason and one reason only—we know too much.

      Banish the person, banish the secrets…

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Step 1: Honesty

        

      

    

    
      “You look too young to be a widow.”

      It wasn’t the first time I’d heard those words.

      Not the first time I’d told this lie: “He died in battle.”

      It’s a quick way to shut down questions because—let’s face it—twenty-four is too young to lose your spouse, and, this way, everyone assumes he died valiantly on the battlefield, fighting whoever the powers that be designated as the current bad guy.

      I tried to imagine Finn as a Viking, disgruntled and daring. His lips curled at the corners, a secret smile. We used to share so many of those.

      “I’m sorry for your loss. Which branch did he serve in?”

      Empathetic brown eyes rose to meet mine, the cab driver watching in the rearview mirror. He was handsome, fortyish. Kind. Perhaps big and strong, too, but nothing compared to my fantasy of Finn the Viking.

      I sighed, the rush of breath louder than I’d intended.

      This entire conversation was my fault, for correcting the driver when he referred to me as “Miss Campbell” at pick-up. It was Mrs. At least it should have been…

      I looked out the window, glaring at the blurry rows of soybean and corn, imagining Finn’s feathery lashes, the rough pads of his thumbs… and that laugh, the kind that requires you to laugh with your whole chest when you do it. God, how I loved his laugh.

      Viking, he was not. But, oh how he made me smile…

      Hmm… which branch did he serve in?

      “Not the kind with medals and flags,” I said, finally.

      The marriage part was a lie too—like so many things that happened between us, I was stretching the truth.

      Finn and I were engaged, not married yet, when it happened. We said we were married so often that perhaps we even believed it.

      But then Finn died. And our plans, our dreams… they all died with him in the middle of our junky living-room floor on a cold winter night. Our junky house and our junkie ways… His death was as inevitable as me landing here, in rural Indiana, forced to grovel with an aunt and uncle I barely knew.

      Give my daughter back. PLEASE.

      The driver must not have heard me, because next thing I knew, he was talking about his own father, an accomplished military pilot…

      Finn died in battle.

      It was sort of a lie. Though not really.

      Finn was never a soldier, but he did, in fact, wage war.

      Battling his demons, putting his body through hell in its war with opioid addiction, until his body finally threw out the white flag of defeat…

      You won, Finn. Your destructive willpower outlasted the shell you were born in, just like you always said it would. And now, you’ll never get the chance to make me smile or laugh again…

      No more secret smiles for me.

      The rest of the cab ride was silent, much to my relief.

      My hands shook as I remembered the letter in my hands: the last (and only) letter Gemma wrote me while I was gone in rehab. But did two sentences really count as a letter?

      
        
        I miss you. I hate it here Mom.

        

      

      Those words, as much as it pained me to read them, gave me one small glimmer of hope—Gemma still calls me Mom.

      Not her deadbeat father, not my eccentric aunt and uncle… not my catty never-became-my-sister-in-law Jewel.

      Me.

      I’m Mom. And, regardless of my past mistakes, I always will be.

      The driver followed a snaky paved road, past a meadow teeming with wildflowers. Rolling my window down, I drew in the heady perfume.

      Nice to catch a break from the cornfields and cattle shit.

      A gentle hill arose from the earth, and then the cab rattled to a stop.

      “Here we are, Ma’am,” the driver said, careful not to call me “Miss” again.

      After hours of passing nothing but grainy farmland, smudgy patches of churches and painted farmhouses… I was finally here.

      The rotting monstrosity rose before me, like a bad dream. I lowered my sunglasses, taking it all in.

      The house had been beautiful once, you could tell. But the rotten, peeling Victorian that belonged to my aunt and uncle looked to be on the verge of collapse. Steeply pitched points and arched windows gave the house a gothic appeal.

      Creepy.

      Now this is my daughter’s home, too, I thought, unable to hide my shock and dismay.

      Truth was, I could barely remember Cedar Farm from my youth, having spent so little time here. In my mind’s eye, I’d imagined a cutesy farmhouse, something wholesome with chickens and ducks. Not this dilapidated, pseudo-haunted house.

      But it was my aunt and uncle who had turned up at my court hearing after Finn’s overdose and my third arrest. It was they who had volunteered to take custody so that Gemma didn’t become a ward of the state. With my own parents dead and gone, the chances of finding an alternative to foster care had seemed slim… until my long-lost relatives showed up to save the day.

      Deep down, I knew I should feel more grateful toward Sara and Francis. They had taken in my daughter, whom they had never met… and now they were offering to take me too.

      You can stay with us until you’re ready to bring her home, Aunt Sara had offered over the phone when I was fresh out of rehab.

      But coming here, after ninety days of treatment and feeling disconnected from my daughter, all I could feel was bottled-up fear. Fear that they wouldn’t give her back. Fear that she wouldn’t remember how close we once were… Only seven, Gemma’s resilient heart and mind might help her block me out for good…

      I’m clean. I’m sober. I’m taking my meds. I’m working the program. But good luck convincing the judge of that.

      And this house… It was nothing at all like what I expected. Not where I would have wanted to leave my daughter. But in times of desperation, I couldn’t afford to be picky, could I? And, after all, it was my own fault she’d had to come here.

      I have to accept the blame for putting her in this position to begin with.

      The driver popped the trunk and handed me the skinny yellow suitcase I’d had since I was a teenager. It contained extraordinarily little—five outfits, some panties and socks, a few toiletries, and my AA bible, also known as the Big Book.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      I’d paid the driver in advance online, but I knew I should offer a tip. I scrounged through my dress pockets for a five and two ones, guiltily handing over what little loose cash I had.

      The driver, in a strange old-fashioned gesture, tipped his hat and took a bow before climbing back behind the wheel. Gravel dust tickled my nose and throat as he rumbled away, leaving me here alone in front of the crumbling house holding the few possessions I owned. The only thing I cared about was inside that house, my sweet daughter…

      A tire swing moved back and forth, creaking in the wind. I waited for the screen door to pop open, my aunt and uncle, or (hopefully) Gemma, to emerge to greet me. But nobody came. The grumbling of tires disappeared in the distance, and suddenly, I felt very alone.

      I looked left then right, taking in the vast open cornfields on either side of the house and the hulking shadow of trees beyond it… There wasn’t a neighbor around for miles, I realized.

      The house looked even more dilapidated as I approached, the eyes of two ghastly stone creatures leering down at me from above. This was the first time I’d seen a gargoyle in real life. It reminded me of old vampire movies, and I shivered. The home was large and historic, Victorian according to Aunt Sara, but the gargoyles seemed over the top. I tried to recall what I knew about gargoyles… Aren’t they supposed to ward off evil or something? Maybe that’s not such a bad thing after all I’ve gone through this year, I considered.

      Although I should have remembered the house from my childhood, nothing about this place felt familiar.

      I’d been younger than Gemma when Mom and I had come to visit her sister Sara.

      Nothing about this place felt like it should. Most of all, my aunt and uncle themselves were complete strangers to me. I didn’t even know who they were at first when they showed up in court. As grateful as I was for their help, it seemed obvious that my daughter wasn’t happy here. Her recent, snappy letter proved that as much.

      I’d mailed out dozens of letters, all of which had gone unanswered until I’d received her short reply.

      Considering how eerie and isolated it is out here, I can see why she hates it. This isn’t at all what I expected. What other surprises are in store for me? I wondered, overcome with a sense of foreboding.

      Steadily, I gripped my suitcase and approached the house.

      I must get my daughter back, at all costs, and take her home to Chicago.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The house looked out of place: this dark Victorian monster in the middle of a desolated cornfield… almost like it had been picked up from some ancient era and dropped from the heavens above. I couldn’t shake the thought that it didn’t belong. But who was I kidding? I don’t belong here, either. And neither does my daughter.

      The once-white paint was peeling now, and I fought the urge to pluck a strip and peel it all the way back as I rapped my knuckles on the old screen door.

      Breathless, I held on to my suitcase, fingers white and achy with nerves. I waited. Then waited some more. A flutter of excitement at seeing Gemma and anxiety at facing my relatives raced through me, making my stomach twist and curl noisily as the minutes ticked by. Like an obscene version of “the butterflies” I couldn’t get rid of… For a moment, I almost wished I’d taken an extra dose of my anti-anxiety medication on the way here. But the doctor’s voice reverberated in my head: It’s important that you take your meds as prescribed. Even though these are non-narcotic, make sure you follow the dose and don’t over-medicate.

      I drummed my fingers on the screen door, waiting.

      When no one came, that flutter turned to something else—what if I’ve come to the wrong place? What if I’m stuck out here, this house straight out of the Texas Chainsaw Massacre movie, with no ride to get me back into town? Where is Gemma?

      I moved to the dusty front window and cupped my hands around my face, squinting to see in.

      There was no one inside as far as I could tell, but I was relieved to see the house was better kept on the inside than the out, and there were no chainsaw-wielding weirdos.

      Through the window, I could see a lavish room with Oriental rugs and the kind of furniture you’d read about in a novel, timeless and Dickensian. There was an ornate fireplace and thick wooden shelves lined with books.

      The opposite of our shabby little apartment in Illinois. Six hundred square feet, the apartment had only one door in the entire unit—the arched entrance to the bathroom, that separated it from the kitchen/living room/bedroom that bled together like a heaping tumor. As much as I complained about the lack of space and storage, I wouldn’t have traded our compact place in the city for anywhere else.

      Certainly not a place like this, I thought, returning to the yard to look up at the second-floor windows. The gargoyles stared back at me, eyes dark and accusatory. They were perched for flight, as though any minute now they might break free from their stony restraints.

      I returned to the front door, knocking harder this time; then, finally, I left my suitcase on the porch and wove my way around the back of the property.

      It was here that I caught my first glimpse of the past—the Belladonna statue, mother and daughter, and the crumbling fountain and koi pond I recognized from my childhood. In a trance, I walked straight toward one of the statues. It was streaked with lichen and crumbling, little pieces of marble clinging to the soles of my thrift-store sneakers. For a moment, I was a child again… Mom and I, racing through the yard, ducking behind statues, hair floating like kites in the wind as we played a game I liked to call “Palace Garden”.

      I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten until now… How old must I have been, three or four…?

      Yes, I have been here before.

      I can’t remember the inside of the house, but I remember these mysterious grounds … the secrets I thought they might hold…

      How strange it is that those slivers of memory come floating back in an instant, catching us by surprise…

      “Norah, dear! Is that you?”

      I jumped at the sound of a woman’s voice, pulling my hand away from the broken, weathered nose of a sweet cherub. I hadn’t heard anyone pull up, only the gentle breeze whistling between the statues, through the poorly trimmed hedges and trees. The garden and lands were always wild. But not this rundown. Not this unkempt, I remembered.

      When I turned around at the sound of her voice, it took me a moment to recognize her.

      Sara looked like an older version of my mother, but frailer. People often said my mother had reminded them of a young Meryl Streep. I didn’t see it.

      Aunt Sara had long gray hair that trailed all the way down her back. But those soft green eyes that matched my mother’s were patient and kind; she had that lit-from-within glow I recognized and remembered, from somewhere dark and dusty in my brain…

      That day in court when she’d shown up like my last saving grace in a moment of desperation—I’d never forget it. Her eyes, so much like my mother’s, had given me a small sense of ease.

      “It’s me. So nice to see you again, Aunt Sara.” Like the driver, I felt a strange urge to take a bow or offer a curtsy. She was wearing a thin white dress and leather sandals, perfectly matched for the sticky heat of early August.

      “Come here, little one.”

      Sara opened her arms and, surprising myself, I let her wrap me into a tight hug. It had been so long since I’d touched another person; there were strict no-contact rules in rehab between patients and staff, as well as between residents.

      Aunt Sara felt light and bony in my arms, and for a moment, it reminded me… it reminded me of Finn at the end, when he lost so much weight because of the drugs. His collarbones sharp as daggers, his once soft belly concave. Ripples of his rib bones poking me through the sheets…

      Shivering, I stepped back from my aunt and grimaced as I shook off memories of Finn’s final days. “Where’s Gemma?”

      A strange look flickered over Sara’s face, but, in a flash, it was gone. She smiled, her big perfect teeth reminding me of my mother again.

      “We just got back from having ice-cream in town. I had no idea you’d be here so early.”

      I glanced at my watch. It was nearly five, making me a half hour late. For a moment, I wondered if we were in different time zones and I’d made a mistake… I’ll have to check the clocks inside later, adjust my watch, I decided.

      I looked around the yard, and behind Sara, eager to see my daughter. Ninety days isn’t that long, but it’s an eternity when it comes to the ones you love. And, in those long months, I knew a lot could change with a seven-year-old.

      “Oh, she’s gone inside with Francis and little Susie. They went through the front door. They’re so hyper from all the sugar and excited about their playdate.”

      Playdate?

      “Aww, how sweet,” I murmured. I’d waited so long to see Gemma; I couldn’t wait a second more. I started walking toward the front of the house and Sara fell in step beside me.

      “Susie is Merrill’s daughter,” she explained. “They’re close to the same age. I thought it would be nice for Gemma to make a few family friends while she’s here.”

      “How nice,” I said. “Who’s Merrill again?”

      “Ah. Francis’s sister. My sister-in-law. You’re going to love her, I promise.”

      “I’m sure I will,” I said, trying to hide my discomfort at the thought of sticking around long enough to get to know Francis’s family. The last thing I wanted to do was try to make a long-lost connection with extended family…

      Sara was my mother’s sister; although I’d met her husband Francis when I was little, too, I knew very little about the man. When my mother mentioned her sister in the past—which wasn’t often—she rarely brought up her husband. And I didn’t remember meeting him as a child, either, most of my memories from that time smudgy or non-existent…

      The last time I saw them was my mother’s funeral, I realized. As though becoming a young single mother wasn’t hard enough, I’d lost my own mother to cancer before the age of twenty. I wasn’t used to having family support, so this whole arrangement felt beyond strange. Now, being here and seeing the creepy house and the crumbling grounds, the whole thing felt even stranger.

      As we stepped over the threshold, Sara carrying my suitcase despite my protests, I took a deep breath. I was so happy to see my daughter again, but also jittery and nervous, adrenaline running through me like a live wire.

      “They already went upstairs,” came a gruff voice from somewhere deeper in the house.

      “Francis, come see your niece,” Sara scolded, motioning for me to take a seat on an uncomfortable-looking red velvet chaise lounge. Floor-to-ceiling shelves lined the walls, filled with dog-eared paperbacks, hardcover classics, and an odd assortment of knick-knacks clogging every open nook and space. I met the glassy eyes of a dusty porcelain doll, eyes then drifting to a bizarre line of oil paintings on the wall.

      There was a tug of recognition… a flutter of something remembered, then lost.

      The room had a dampness to it, triggering another memory… one that was so fleeting I couldn’t quite grasp it. My eyes traveled the wallpaper-coated walls and high ceilings. Despite the fancy furnishings and crown molding, there were dark water spots everywhere. And cobwebs in the corners, I noted, shuddering again. Please don’t let there be many spiders here.

      Moments later, a scruffy man with white hair and a beard emerged, his wide neck and shoulders taking up the entire doorway between what appeared to be the kitchen and great room.

      He nodded at me, frowning. “Nice to see you again, Norah. I pray you’re staying out of trouble now?” he barked.

      Taken aback, I could only nod. I looked over at Sara, but her eyes were elsewhere, staring up the steep set of red-painted stairs.

      “Girls! Are you ready to come down and visit our guest, Norah?” she shouted.

      I stiffened. There was something strange about the way she called me a “guest” instead of “Mom”; although perhaps that was only because she was calling out to both girls.

      And why did she plan a playdate for Gemma on the same day she knew I was coming? I wondered, incredulously. I loved the idea of Gemma making friends, but this was a big day for both of us. We hadn’t laid eyes on each other in months.

      Also, the word “visit” perturbed me. Yes, I had come as a temporary guest… but the plan was to take Gemma with me when I left.

      I’m here for more than a “visit”.

      We still had a home in Chicago and a life to return to, and Gemma needed to be back there with her friends. Her real friends. And with me…

      “Girls, answer your Aunt Sara now!” Francis boomed, giving me another jolt.

      I stood up from the lounge, smoothing my plain black dress—the only dress I owned—and cleared my throat. “It’s okay, really. Why don’t I just go up and see her? That way she can keep playing with her new friend,” I suggested. My foot was already on the first stair when Francis said, “Wait, Norah. Let’s leave them to play. Why don’t we take this opportunity to chat one-on-one instead?”

      “Oh.” I felt a flash of irritation, at having to wait even longer to see my daughter. But I’m here now; a few more minutes of waiting won’t kill me. I need to be patient and try to get along with my aunt and uncle. Reluctantly, I followed them into an enormous kitchen and through an arched doorway that opened into a dark-paneled dining room.

      Francis was already taking a seat at the head of the table. Nervously, I pulled out one of the heavy, highbacked chairs and took a seat several places away from him. The tabletop was covered in dusty bone china and bonafide napkins—the real kind, made of cloth.

      There was a jaw-dropping chandelier in the center of the ceiling above the table, but like everything else, it was wobbly and stained. The whole place had an air of decay to it. A memory came floating back to me—a Dickens novel I’d read once, about a sad lady with a crusty old wedding cake rotting in the center of her dining table…

      Something about this place set my teeth on edge.

      Francis waited for Sara to sit down before he spoke. Once again, I tried to catch my aunt’s eye from across the table, but she remained eerily quiet and standoffish in the presence of her husband.

      “Now that you’re here, I think it’s time we lay down the rules,” my uncle said, gruffly.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Step 2: Faith

        

      

    

    
      My uncle had made the rules very clear.

      Some of those rules were expected: no alcohol or drugs.

      Others were a little odd, but not unreasonable: no visitors, no social outings, no phone calls to friends in Chicago.

      Granted, some of his rules were overreaching. I wasn’t a child; rather, a grown woman, who had experienced more life lessons than most women twice my age.

      It was the last rule that really bothered me: no alone time with Gemma.

      At least not until we’ve developed some trust, my uncle had said.

      In that moment, I had wanted to charge up those stairs, toss my daughter over my shoulder and run all the way home to Chicago. Who were these people to tell me what to do? To insist on controlling my current relationship with my own daughter—the daughter I grew in my womb and raised for the first six years of her life?

      But I’d taken a deep breath and imagined myself floating on my back down the river… the way one of my counselors at rehab taught me. If I had to play by their rules for a little while, so be it.

      I wasn’t innocent in all this; I’d lost custody for a good reason. But now I’m sober and taking my mental health meds as prescribed… what more do they want?
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      It wasn’t until dinner time that I saw my daughter. Feigning patience, I’d offered to help Aunt Sara in the kitchen. While she boiled potatoes and stirred stew, I peeled cucumbers for the salad.

      I froze, paring knife mid-air as the tinkling sounds of children’s laughter and small feet rocketing down the stairs filled the house. Finally.

      I set the knife down, rubbed my hands on my sides, and followed the happy sounds. But as soon as I turned the corner, I came face to face with Uncle Francis. He blocked my path and turned to the girls. After his “rules” proclamation earlier, he was the last person I wanted standing between me and my daughter.

      Francis boomed, “What did I say about running, ladies?”

      “Sorry, Uncle Francis,” the girls sang in unison.

      I stepped around the hulking man to look at my daughter. Smiling, I tried to hide my surprise at the changes in her appearance. Gemma was wearing a collared white dress, stiff with starch. Vastly different from the superhero tank tops and stretchy shorts she wore at home. And her hair… It was shorter. Much shorter. Those bastards cut my baby’s hair.

      Gemma’s face broke into a silly grin and as soon as she came toward me, I was on my knees, reaching for my little girl. “Oh, angel. I missed you so much.” I held her head to my chest, stroking her newly cut brown locks. How many times had I dreamed of this moment in rehab? To smell her milky-girl skin, touch the too-soft ringlets of hair…

      Gemma had always been so fond of her long curls, that it seemed strange that she would want to cut it short above her chin. But maybe she had changed her mind… After all I’ve been gone from her life for three months. What do I know, really?

      I leaned back so I could see her better, cupping her sweet cheeks in my hands. Running my fingers through her sweet, brown curls. The haircut suited her face, with its delicate elfin features and wide green eyes that matched mine and my mother’s. They match Sara’s too, I realized.

      “I missed you too, Mommy.” As Gemma spoke, I noticed that she had lost both her front teeth. Oh, how much I have missed over these last few months, I thought, sadly.

      I didn’t care what anyone said. Being an addict didn’t necessarily make you a bad parent. I still loved my daughter and cared for her every day, until… until the drugs took over completely.

      I was a good mother once. I’ll be an even better mother this time…

      “How have you been?” My voice shook with grief and emotion.

      Gemma shrugged. Another brunette stepped up beside her, looking back and forth between us, curiously.

      “And you must be Susie,” I smiled. Susie was pale, her skin translucent, blue veins peeping through her eyelids and cheeks. The young girl nodded, shyly.

      “No more drugs?” Gemma asked, catching me off guard.

      My face fell and immediately I looked over at Francis to confirm my worst fears. Did they really tell my seven-year-old daughter about my drug use? How dare they?

      Francis merely shrugged.

      “No more, I promise,” I whispered, eyes wet as I pulled Gemma in for another hug.

      “Come along now, my silly goose. You don’t want to miss supper.” Sara, who I hadn’t even noticed had joined us, placed a firm hand on Gemma’s shoulder. I watched as she steered my daughter away to the dining room.

      Susie gave me a small, timid smile then ran after them.

      “You told her?” I whisper-shouted, turning to Francis, who was still standing watchfully by the chaise lounge. “I thought we agreed that she was too young. I told her I was feeling ill, that I had to go away for a little while until I felt better…”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “We didn’t actually agree on anything, Norah. And I’m fairly sure she already knew. That sort of behavior isn’t something you can keep hidden. Surely you know that by now…”

      My uncle walked off, leaving me standing there with my mouth hanging open.
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      Scooping stew and bread into my mouth, I could barely taste it. My eyes lingered on Gemma, who was seated at the other end of the table beside Susie. They were whispering conspiratorially, clinking their spoons together, and there was a warm, satisfied feeling in my chest as I watched her playing like a happy little girl, as she should be.

      Sure, my aunt and uncle might be a little strange and old-fashioned—and they cut my daughter’s hair and told her more about my recovery than they probably should have—but at least they had provided her with a safe home while I worked on getting better.

      I tried to force myself to relax, to feel gratitude, as I finished off my supper in silence.

      But as much as I tried to convince myself that I should feel grateful, I couldn’t shake the feeling of unease. The house was rundown, and my uncle was strict. But could it be that he was just old-fashioned? And the house was quaint and rural, albeit crumbly and isolated…

      No matter how desperately I wanted to feel good about this place and these people, I couldn’t deny my unease.

      All I wanted to do was take Gemma aside and talk to her one-on-one. She’d written that letter about hating it here, and I wanted to know why exactly. I wanted to talk to her. To run outside and play, to hold her in my arms and cuddle her like we used to in our apartment on nights before our whole life was ripped apart… to apologize for being gone all these months…

      Trust. My uncle’s words from earlier floated back to me as I gathered up my dinner dish and reached for my aunt and uncle’s plates too. He said that I need to earn their trust, which isn’t wholly unreasonable…

      “Oh, dear. You don’t have to do that,” Sara said.

      “I know, but I want to. You made a lovely meal. The least I can do is wash up.” After I’d cleared their plates, I cleared Gemma and Susie’s too. I was disappointed when Gemma jumped right up and took off back up the stairs with Susie.

      At least she’s adjusting well, I thought, as I gently piled the dishes in the sink.

      Finn was not her father, but she’d known him and grown close to him over the last two years… A terrible idea, on my part—bringing someone new into our lives.

      And she knew he was gone forever.

      Initially, I’d thought bringing Finn into our lives was a good thing for both of us. Oh, how wrong I was.

      I became pregnant with Gemma at seventeen; the father was a boy I went to high school with. He was never involved, opting to leave for college less than a month before Gemma was born. So, her biological father was a deadbeat and the one man she’d seen me with was dead. The last thing I wanted to do was create any more trauma in Gemma’s life. Taking her back home to Chicago needed to be a smooth transition, as easy on her as possible. My aunt and uncle were right about that, even if they weren’t what I was expecting.

      Gemma deserves a mother who is healthy and sober. She deserves a happy home with me and her, no one else this time.

      Determinedly, I scrubbed the heavy soup pot with a mesh sponge. My aunt and uncle’s rules were ridiculous, but surely, they wouldn’t last long?

      I’d do whatever it took to win them over. How hard could it be to gain their trust?
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      When the dishes were done and the food was all cleared, I seized the opportunity to excuse myself.

      “If it’s okay with you, I think I’ll retire to my room. Unpack, maybe take a shower…”

      Aunt Sara stood with her back pressed to the counter, a dainty cup of tea in both hands. Uncle Francis had disappeared after the plates were cleared; he seemed like the kind of man who considered cooking and cleaning up “women’s work”.

      “That sounds fine, dear. Your suitcase is still in the library,” Sara said. By library, I presumed she meant the dusty sitting room at the front of the house with all the books and creepy decorations.

      I’m not sure why I expected her to escort me to my room; there was something so antiquated about this visit, this house, that I’d come to expect it.

      “Your room is upstairs. Second door on the left.” Sara’s eyes were glossy and distracted, and the way she held onto that teacup, as though it were the only thing keeping her still, reminded me of my own mother, jittery and nervous-like in the kitchen of our childhood home.

      They’d been close once, Sara and my mother, Beth, before my mother’s diagnosis. Over the years, I’d practically forgotten they existed. Until they showed up to rescue Gemma.

      Part of me wanted to ask her then, about her and my mother’s childhood. I never expected to lose my mom
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