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Dedication

For those who worry too much and sleep too little, cluttering up midnights with their many thoughts.

I hope these pages serve as a proper distraction from all that catastrophizing you are doing over there.

And for my grandmothers, Helen and Doris.

I’ll spend my whole life trying to be for others what you’ve been for me.



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Part 1: Morning Bells and Death Knells

Chapter 1. A Bird in the Hand

Chapter 2. Ring Around the Rosie

Chapter 3. Horrid

Chapter 4. The Girl Who Cried Wolf 

Chapter 5. Some Things Are Better Left Buried 

Chapter 6. Mary Had a Little Lamb, What We’ve Got Here Are Demons

Chapter 7. Lying Like a Tombstone, Silent as a Grave 

Chapter 8. Sugar and Spice 

Chapter 9. Ruby Lips Above the Water 

Chapter 10. Are You Sleeping?

Chapter 11. Merrily, Merrily (Merrily, Merrily)

Chapter 12. King of Cups 

Chapter 13. The Lost Girls 

Part 2: Everything You Want Has Teeth

Chapter 14. If That Mockingbird Won’t Sing 

Chapter 15. Just Like the Movies 

Chapter 16. My Darling, Clementine 

Chapter 17. The Soil and the Rot 

Chapter 18. Memento Mori 

Chapter 19. Down by the Sea 

Chapter 20. Children Shouldn’t Play with Dead Things 

Chapter 21. Sweet Lark, I Will Pluck You 

Chapter 22. Birds of a Feather 

Chapter 23. Dead Dove: Do Not Touch 

Chapter 24. Malicious Compliance 

Chapter 25. I’ve Got a Bad Feeling About This 

Part 3: The Shyness of the Crown

Chapter 26. Putting the Romance in Necromancy 

Chapter 27. Must Love Dogs 

Chapter 28. A Pocket Full of Posies 

Chapter 29. Love You to the Bone 

Chapter 30. All the King’s Horses, All the King’s Men 

Chapter 31. Drowning Games 

Chapter 32. Memento Vivere (Remember, We Must Live)

Chapter 33. Burn It, Drown It, Bash It Over the Head 

Chapter 34. We All Fall Down 

Chapter 35. All Right, Now Who Needs Stitches?

Acknowledgments

About the Publisher


   
[image: Part 1: Morning Bells and Death Knells, One need not be a chamber to be haunted. —Emily Dickinson, The Sleeping House really did look as though it was at rest. Its windowed eyes were long shuttered shut. The ivy was so overgrown that it covered the house like a mourning shroud. Every so often its wooden bones shifted, settling deeper into the bed of dark soil on which it was built. But that was the first deception of the manor: its name. The Sleeping House was very much awake. —Alice Lovelace, The Sleeping House]




   
[image: Chapter 1. A Bird in the Hand]

The mourning dove’s bittersweet call was cut short, strangled into a silence that was even more unnerving than the birdsong itself. It was the first sign that all was not well at Lovelace House, and like most early signs of sickness, it was subtle. Easy to miss.

Marin Blythe barely noticed the sound at all. She certainly didn’t notice its abrupt end. Marin was preoccupied, still thinking about the strangeness of the driver who had dropped her off at the gate, refusing to take her all the way to the house.

Place is cursed, the man said.

He didn’t slam on the breaks or act hysterical. His voice didn’t convey fear, despite the distance he insisted on keeping from the mansion, but rather something more like boredom. It’s cursed, of course, everyone knows—his tone had been dry, humorless. A calm acceptance of fact, like he was telling her to carry an umbrella because it looked like rain. And while he may not have known Marin’s business with Lovelace House, he didn’t care to keep her from it, either. So out Marin went, onto the gravel path.

But a few minutes later, as she rounded the last bend of the driveway, Marin looked up, her curiosity blooming.

It was just a house.

A large house, and an old one. But just a house.

Marin rather liked the ivy that climbed one side of it, all the way up to its rounded turret. She liked the weathered gray stone peeking out from underneath the greenery. She liked the front steps, wide and grand and welcoming. She liked that there were windows in surplus, which told her that the inside of the house would be filled with streaming sunlight during the day. Marin couldn’t stand dark, cramped spaces. Not anymore.

She lifted her suitcase, shifted her backpack from where it was slipping off her shoulder, and approached the house.

Cursed, the driver had said.

Stories, thought Marin. And not even very good ones.

Marin stopped to rearrange her skirt. The cheap polyester tights she’d worn were itchy, and their static cling had harassed her the entirety of her cross-country flight. When I finally take these off, I’m burning them, she vowed. When she looked back to the house again, a woman stood at the top of those wide front stairs.

She was easily the most elegant woman that Marin had ever seen. She must have been nearly six feet tall and wore a long dark blue dress that pinched at her narrow waist. The navy was stark where it contrasted with the woman’s skin, light as porcelain, as though she avoided sunlight altogether, locked away inside the house behind her. High cheekbones graced her face, which was framed by dark blond hair cut like a razor’s edge just below her chin. Marin recognized the woman from her author photo. It was printed on the back of the tattered paperback that Marin had read almost to pieces before shoving it into the side pocket of her backpack and getting on a plane to come meet Alice Lovelace herself.

Marin’s awe was quickly replaced by a feeling of inadequacy so strong that she had to dip her face to hide the red flush she knew was blossoming across her own very low and rounded cheeks. Her gaze went to her brown oxfords, dusty from her walk up the gravel driveway. She focused on the precise place where those oxfords pinched her toes—half a size too small, but they’d been on sale.

“Ms. Lovelace.” Marin spoke to her feet. “I’m—”

“Marin, of course,” Alice said, and Marin looked up to see the woman’s arms spread wide. “Welcome to Lovelace House.”

Marin climbed the stairs and stepped into Alice’s embrace, which was stiff and awkward but only lasted a moment before Alice was ushering her inside. The foyer was open and bright. The floor had wide-planked hardwood in a deep walnut color, and the walls were white, but one of those shades of white that Marin was sure had a special name, like French Cream or Ivory Bone or Pearl Kiss. The color was warm and earthy and reflected the sunlight coming in from the bay windows in the next room. There was art hanging on the entryway wall. It wasn’t the kind Marin’s mother had put up in their apartment. It wasn’t something torn from a magazine and placed in a frame from the thrift store. This was an actual, real piece of art, with swirls in the paint that the artist themself had left there.

Marin wanted to touch it.

“My god, you look just like her,” Alice whispered, and Marin turned to find Alice Lovelace studying her profile with the same scrutiny and wonder that Marin had felt while admiring the art.

Marin pictured herself as Alice was seeing her, for the first time. Marin’s preference was jeans, a T-shirt, and sneakers any day of the week, but she’d wanted to make a good first impression, so she’d worn a burgundy corduroy skirt—her only skirt—and the itchy tights, and the shiny shoes, even if they did hurt her feet and had gathered dust on the driveway.

Marin herself had always been a gentler reflection of her mother. She had the same long, dark hair, wavy and thick. Today she’d twisted it up into two buns at the nape of her neck while she traveled. Her mother used to call it her Princess Leia look. Marin’s breasts and belly and thighs were soft and rounded in the same places as her mother. Curves that always made men and women alike turn and watch her mother walk by them.

Unlike her mother, Marin’s face featured constellations of brown freckles across her nose and cheeks, stark against white skin that blushed too easily. In fact, she felt the heat rising yet again under Alice’s scrutiny. Marin’s mother used to say that her emotions flickered like a movie across her face. All she had to do was watch to know all of Marin’s secrets.

Marin also had her mother’s wide mouth and full lips, and Marin liked to draw attention to them by wearing dark red lipstick, which she had done today.

Marin lifted her chin a tick higher at Alice’s comparison. She was very much her mother’s daughter and proud of it. “Yes,” she said, “everyone said we were like sisters.”

Alice had lifted one hand but dropped it now, seeming to remember that it was her long-lost friend’s daughter, and not the friend herself, standing in front of her.

“No, not sisters,” Alice said. “I was the closest thing to a sister Cordelia ever knew.”

Marin opened her mouth but closed it again, unsure of how to respond. She was saved from having to figure it out by the patter of feet on the stairs.

The girls.

They were the reason she was here, after all, and she’d almost forgotten, so caught up in meeting Alice Lovelace—the Alice Lovelace—the same woman whose novels Marin had coveted from the age of twelve. The same woman that Marin’s mother had once called her best friend, long ago, when they were children themselves.

Alice met the children at the bottom of the stairs.

“I’m so thrilled for you to meet Marin, your new nanny. Marin flew here all the way from California to take care of you. She’s a long way from home, so let’s be welcoming, all right?”

The girls did not look much alike. One had brown hair streaked with golden highlights and bound into braids, and she was the taller of the two. She stepped forward, and her angular face scrunched up a bit as she obviously looked Marin up and down. “She’s very … young.”

“She’s the same age as Evie,” Alice said.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Marin offered, sticking her hand out.

The girl took it with all the confidence of an adult. “Wren Hallowell,” she said. “Rowena, actually, but you may call me Wren.”

“And I’m Thea.” The other child spoke from where she lingered on the bottom step. “Theadora, actually,” she added, her tone both mimicking and mocking her sister’s seriousness. “But you can call me Thea. Please.”

“Well, Wren and Thea, I’m Marin. Just Marin. And it’s very nice to meet you both.”

Thea grinned, revealing a smile that was full of teeth. The adult ones were coming in before some of the baby teeth had fallen out, and as a result she had rows of teeth, like a little shark. Unlike Wren, Thea was towheaded, and her bright blond hair was cut short like Alice’s, though Thea’s hair fell in curls. She was endearing from the jump with her bright brown eyes, alight with curiosity. She smiled at Marin easily, whereas Wren seemed less sure.

The children were dressed alike, in white shirts and blue cardigans and chino pants and shining shoes. They were homeschooled—Alice had mentioned their tutor in one of her emails—but they were dressed impeccably. Not a speck of dust in sight.

Marin had never had a sister—or even the closest thing to a sister—but she’d always wondered if siblings liked to be dressed alike all the time.

She doubted it.

The conversation lulled, and Marin stood planted to the walnut floorboards as though she’d suddenly grown roots.

When Marin had gotten that first email from Alice Lovelace, she nearly fell out of her chair. As far as she knew, her mother hadn’t spoken to Alice in decades, and yet there was Alice reaching out with condolences within days of Marin’s loss. And crucially, throwing Marin a life jacket in a sea of grief and uncertainty—an offer for employment. Alice knew Marin was alone, and not quite eighteen, and Alice needed a summer nanny, and well, maybe they could help each other. She offered Marin room and board in exchange for nannying the girls every day while Alice wrote.

Marin made herself do some research before agreeing—though she knew in an instant she would say yes. It was the only real option she had. Besides, Alice Lovelace was something of a legend. She was a bestselling horror novelist and would have been independently wealthy from that alone. But she was also a Lovelace. The family had a longstanding prestige in New England, a name that once paralleled Rockefeller and Kennedy. They had left Alice the manor as well as what was rumored to be a significant inheritance.

Standing in that foyer, the enormity of it all struck Marin at once, rendering her overwhelmed and awkward in front of them. How would she take care of these girls? They were from an entirely different world than the bare-step-above-poverty one she had occupied with her mother.

Alice had been convincing, insistent even, when she’d contacted Marin. And yet there Marin stood, silent and unsure of herself.

It was Thea who saved her. Finally venturing off the final step, she slipped her small hand into Marin’s larger one.

“A tour,” Thea said, and Marin saw her elbow her older sister.

“Of course,” Wren said. “Mother, we’ll show Marin the house and the estate.”

Estate. The word, and Wren’s formal tone, didn’t help Marin’s feeling that she had jumped into the deep end by accepting this offer.

But she gave a nod to Alice, who stood and watched them climb the stairs together.

“Your room is down this way.” Wren turned left at the top of the wide staircase.

“Is the other wing forbidden?” Marin asked with a laugh, gesturing to the hallway that ran in the opposite direction.

“No,” Wren said. “Of course not. Why would it be?”

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean—it’s just—well in your mother’s books, someone often says something ominous early on, like ‘Don’t go in the east wing—it’s forbidden.’”

“Of course they do.” Wren rolled her eyes.

“That’s silly, Marin.” Thea piped up. “There’s nothing wrong with any of the wings.” Thea leaned over to conspire, dropping her voice to a whisper. “But I’d stay out of the basement if I were you.”

Thea dropped Marin’s hand then and pushed open a door. “You’re here.”

Marin followed the girls into her new room. Her new home. It was bright and pretty, with light green walls and furniture that all matched in a rich cherrywood. Marin went to the window and pushed it partially open. There was a small balconette outside, only just wide enough for some potted plants. Beyond the yard, Marin could see only ocean in front of her, and the Maine coastline, stretching in either direction. There was a tiny strip of land to the right—another peninsula on Casco Bay. The tide was out, and instead of huge swatches of sand like the California beaches, here there were layers of rocks and tide pools, and seaweed left exposed in large clumps along the muddy edges. In the distance, Marin thought she could make out the faint white tower of a lighthouse. Or maybe it was a cloud. Marin squinted her eyes, but she couldn’t be sure. The sunlight on the water played tricks on her.

“Welcome to Lovelace House.” Wren’s voice had little warmth in it, and when Marin looked down at the girl at her side, Wren’s eyes weren’t on the ocean, but staring right at Marin, her gaze calculating.

Marin flinched and immediately regretted it when the side of Wren’s lips curved up in satisfaction.

Wren turned away, tugging Thea along with her. “We’ll let you settle in a bit, and you can meet us downstairs for the rest of the tour.”

“I like her,” Marin heard Thea whisper to her sister as they left the room. “I hope she lasts longer than the others.”

Then the girls left Marin alone, and when she heard the door click shut, Marin perched in relief on the edge of her bed. But before she could draw her next breath, a muted thump sounded from the other side of the room.

Marin turned toward the noise, waiting and listening for it to sound again.

THUMP.

Marin stood immediately. She couldn’t help but think of a passage from one of her favorite Lovelace novels, about a house possessed by something sinister. Something that “lived inside the very walls,” as Alice had written it.

Marin steeled herself and walked swiftly to the closet, pulling the door open before she could think about it any longer.

Inside there was a bird.

Its feathers and beak were bloodied, and she could see where it had scratched at the hardwood floor, could see the bloody marks on the inside of the door where it had been hurling its body. Marin scooped it up without a thought and carried it to her open window, setting it gently on the sill.

A moment later, it flew out, and Marin took deep breaths to calm herself down, glancing down at the blood left on her palms from the ordeal.

And then there was a loud crack right beside her, and she leapt back.

The bird had come back.

Marin watched helplessly as its small body crumpled from its impact against the glass and fell to the balconette. It twitched once more before growing still.
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Marin slammed the window shut and stepped back into the room, her stomach rolling. It’s only a bird. It’s only a bird.

She fled to the small bathroom that adjoined her room and turned on the cold water full blast. She first scrubbed the blood off her palms, her movements rough. Then she dunked her entire head under, letting the chilling water wash over her. Cold water always helped her come back to her body when she was on the brink of a panic attack. It grounded her here and now, pulling her back from her anxious tailspin.

If you are looking for something to be afraid of, you’ll find it. 

Marin’s mother was gone, but her words lived in Marin’s mind, echoing through at opportune moments. Memory was a kind of haunting in itself.

It was several more minutes before she felt the panic fully subside and shut off the water.

Just a bird. But the crumpled body was too cruel, provoking the grief she thought she’d buried with her mother in California. She remembered watching metal fold like paper. The feel of the cool rain falling through the broken windows until she was soaked and shivering. The smell of fuel and fire nearby.

Marin stripped out of her uncomfortable clothes and showered quickly. She changed into jeans and a simple black T-shirt and threw on some sneakers that were so worn she could see a glimpse of the sock at her toes. She hoped no one would notice.

Forget the rest of the estate, her new room alone was grander than any place she’d lived with her mother, often a studio apartment, the two of them living right on top of each other, sharing everything from the bed to the air. It used to frustrate Marin. Her mother preferred to move often, take them to new cities, nomad-like and poor, rather than be tied to some job she detested. Marin’s childhood was marked by stress about paying the next bill or facing another eviction notice, and the seed of Marin’s worry was planted early, with her often playing caretaker to her mother rather than the other way around. Cordelia never seemed to worry, so Marin did it for her.

But standing in this room, with all the privacy she’d ever wanted, Marin knew she’d trade it back in a heartbeat for more time with her mother.

Marin went downstairs to find the girls in the kitchen, waiting for her.

“Hello, you must be Marin,” said a woman at the stove. She had an amber brown complexion and dark hair streaked with gray and coifed neatly at the back of her head.

“Welcome, I’m Neera.” Her voice was soft and warm, with an Indian accent. She took Marin’s hand into her own. “I help Alice manage the Lovelace estate. I’ve been with the family for years. But lately, I’ve been tasked with watching these two little heathens since they finished with their tutor last week and we were awaiting your arrival.”

Neera winked at Marin and nodded toward the girls, who were at the table, currently pacified by milk and cookies. “Needless to say, I will be very glad to hand them off to you and have some peace and quiet in the afternoons.”

The kitchen’s swinging door burst open then, and a blur of rough movement caught Marin by surprise. Then an animal was on her, huge paws on her chest, and shaggy hair covering its eyes.

“Thisbe!” Wren shouted, jumping up from the table. “Down, girl.”

She tugged the dog—the largest one Marin had ever encountered—down by her collar. “Sorry, that’s Thisbe. She has rotten manners.”

“Well, why don’t you show Marin the rest of Lovelace, then?” Neera suggested. “And get this hellhound out of the kitchen.”

Marin smiled at Neera and gave her a small wave goodbye. Her warmth was a welcome change from Alice’s stiff greeting and Wren’s cold one. It was spring in Maine, and there weren’t many leaves on the trees yet, so when the wind blew in from the water it was unrestrained and bitter. Marin wished she’d brought a sweater. But then the sun slipped out from behind a cloud, and though a chill ran from the back of her neck down her spine whenever the breeze picked up, it was warm enough.

Instead of heading down to the water, the girls led Marin back to the front gate.

“The entire peninsula is called Winterthur, but it’s only technically part of the town,” explained Wren as they walked along the edge of the dark forest. “No one ever comes out this far.”

Marin had never seen woods like these before. A hundred shades of dark green painted everything from the moss on the ground to the thick clusters of ferns. It was dark in the woods, and nothing moved.

A shock of bright purple caught Marin’s attention, and she reached for the flower.

Thea’s hand grabbed hers, squeezing hard and pulling it back.

“Those are wolfsbane,” Wren said.

“These pretty purple ones? Like for warding off werewolves?” Marin asked. “I thought that was fiction.”

“No, it’s real. It really was used to keep wolves away.”

“Genus: Aconitum. Order: Ranancul—Ranincol—” Thea attempted.

“Ranunculales,” Wren supplied the name for her.

“You girls know a lot about plants.”

“Not as much as Evie,” Thea said. “She grows all kinds of weird plants in the greenhouse.”

“They’re actually toxic,” Wren said. “You shouldn’t touch them.”

“They don’t look dangerous,” Marin said.

“Dangerous things can be pretty too.” Thea bared her own teeth at them for emphasis before skipping ahead on the trail.

“There aren’t any wolves left, though every once in a while, someone spies a bear,” added Wren. “Not many, and it’s mostly safe thanks to Mr. Willoughby. He has his own cottage up the road.”

The dog, Thisbe, bounded around them as they walked.

“What is she?” Marin asked, her hand reaching out to pet the dog’s wiry fur.

“Irish wolfhound,” Thea said. “And she was the runt. You should’ve seen her brother Pyramus.”

“Pyramus?” Marin asked, trying to picture an animal even larger than the behemoth dog before her.

“Oh, she’ll show you,” Thea said, gesturing to Thisbe, who had picked up a large stick and was trotting proudly ahead of them. “Wait. Look at this.”

Thea pulled Marin toward a row of trees lined neatly along the edge of what looked to be an old cemetery. Thea ducked into an opening at the bottom of one tree.

“Come on, Marin!” she shouted from within.

Marin crawled into the tiny gap and was delighted to find it opened into a larger space. There were two rows of the evergreen trees, planted side by side, so there was a hidden corridor running the length in between them.

“This is our arborvitae den.” When Thea whispered, her voice held a tone of conspiration.

When they crawled back out, they found Wren next to a grave marked by a large stone gargoyle, roughly the shape and size of a dog but with folded wings and marred features, including a rounded, caricatured face.

On the ground in front of the gargoyle were dozens of sticks, and Marin watched as Thisbe dropped the new one into the pile.

“She likes to bring him gifts,” Wren said. She nudged some of the sticks aside to show Marin the name carved into the base of the gargoyle’s platform. Pyramus.

Thisbe darted away then, and the girls ran ahead, chasing after her.

Marin rose from the dog’s grave, intent on catching up with them, when a flutter in the wind caught her eye, and she stopped short. There was something else along the side of Pyramus’s grave.

She moved in for a closer look but stepped back again just as quickly. Lined along the stone were dead doves, all their necks twisted at strange angles. There must have been half a dozen of them, dropped haphazardly along the dog’s memorial. It was a broken feather fluttering in the breeze that had caught Marin’s attention.

She likes to bring him gifts, Wren had said, and apparently she hadn’t only meant the sticks. Thisbe was killing birds and leaving them for Pyramus too.

Only a bird. Like the one left for dead in her room, and suddenly Marin knew how the bird got into her closet upstairs. Thisbe must have left it for dead there.

Marin was struck by the violence of it. The bent necks and bloodied feathers. But she was struck by the beauty of it too. The blue-green glimmer on the edges of the feathers as they caught the sunlight. The flecks of crimson red on the birds’ necks. The white glimmer of a hint of bone. She knew what it was to grieve—to wish you could leave messages for the dead. As Marin stood beside the grave—so elaborate, so expensive, and all for a dog—she felt her throat begin to burn from the threat of tears and the ache of loss. Her mother’s plain plot, in a cemetery that had no meaning to them except that the church had offered a bargain of a funeral price, was the only thing Marin had been able to afford. She’d spent their humble savings on a quick burial and a one-way plane ticket.

And now here she was, thousands of miles away, imagining her mother’s grave bereft of gifts or flowers or even visitors. She gave the dead birds one last look, their small bodies twisted and broken by the snap of Thisbe’s jaw, left to rot over a grave not meant for them.

At least Pyramus wasn’t alone.
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Marin briefly hoped that a change of scenery would interrupt the torrent of nightmares she’d had following the accident, but she had no such luck her first night at Lovelace House.

This one was shrouded in darkness. She was frozen in place, forced to listen to the screaming brakes, the deafening roar of collision, the soft whimper from the compartment ahead of her, where her mother had been a moment before. And then, just as suddenly as the nightmare had seized hold, it released her, replaced by a different noise altogether.

Marin woke to the peal of little girls’ laughter. It reminded her of chiming bells.

She opened her eyes to find a long rope swinging in front of her face.

No, that wasn’t right. It wasn’t rope at all.

It was hair.

Clutched in Wren’s hand was a swath of braided dark hair, at least ten inches long.

They wouldn’t.

Marin’s panic attack rolled over her like a wave, familiar and terrible as ever. It always began the same: her heart would start to pound in her chest, almost violently, so hard it hurt; then it was like she’d had the wind knocked out of her, and her chest felt constricted, tight, her breaths became fast and shallow. At the same time her body slowed, her mind began to race. Why would they do such a thing?

But where else would the long, dark braid have come from if not Marin’s head as she slept? She found Thea, perched on her knees at the foot of the bed, clutching a pair of long silver scissors.

Marin screeched, sitting up in bed and reaching behind her.

She ran her hand down the back of her head, and stopped when her fingers found her braid, intact on the back of her neck.

She curled the end over her shoulder and looked to be sure.

She slowly became aware of Wren, who had doubled over on Marin’s bedspread, laughing so hard there were tears in her eyes, and Thea, watching the entire exchange quietly, but with a small smile on her face.

“What the hell?” Marin asked, reaching for the braid in Wren’s hand. “Do you think this is funny?”

She tugged the braid from Wren and examined it closer. She supposed it could be from a doll, but the hair felt and looked very real. “Where did you get this?”

Wren sat up slowly, wiping her eyes. “You should have seen your face,” she gasped out, and then collapsed into laughter once more.

“Thea,” Marin snapped, her eyes shifting to the other girl, who was still, the realization of how upset Marin was finally washing over her, chasing away any humor she’d found in their cruel prank. Marin felt some small reassurance at the tears that quickly formed in the little girl’s eyes, her regret evident. “Show me where this is from.”

Thea waved for Marin to come with her and began to walk away. Marin leaped from the bed, and Wren gathered herself enough to follow along.

Marin hurried to keep up with Thea, who wound her way quickly through Lovelace’s labyrinth of halls and stairs. She was all too aware of Wren walking behind her, the patter of her feet interrupted by the occasional hiccup of lingering laughter.

Marin remembered a poem her mother used on the rare occasion that Marin lied or broke a rule as a child. Cordelia would swing Marin up into her arms, tickling her and reciting the words. “When she was good, she was very good indeed. But when she was bad, she was horrid.”

Wren Hallowell might just be the living embodiment of that poem. The child had been very quiet the night before, but she’d never taken her eyes off Marin. Her scrutiny, her clear dislike for Marin evident, began to feel like a weight on Marin’s shoulders as the night dragged on. She felt that gaze on her wherever she looked or moved, and eventually excused herself to an early bed, citing her long day of traveling as an excuse.

And then she barely slept anyway. It took ages to fall asleep—Lovelace House was so quiet. Marin had only ever lived in cities, and she longed for the honking of horns and voices passing by beneath her window. She rose around four in the morning to open her curtains and her window, breathing in the salty air, admiring her view of the dark ocean. Eventually she drifted to sleep in the windowsill, and at sunrise, she dragged herself back to her bed. The tiredness had finally defeated the newness of it all, and she had finally slipped unhappily into her nightmares.

“She doesn’t mean it,” Thea said as they walked, navigating the halls of the manor so fast that Marin lost track of where they were. At some point, Thisbe joined them, tail wagging. They went down a short flight of stairs, turned again, and then they stopped.

They stood in front of a painted yellow door.

“The attic,” Thea explained, and tugged it open. The staircase was narrow and steep.

“Of course she means it,” Marin said, and just then Wren caught up with them.

It was obvious that Wren didn’t want her there. She couldn’t have guessed she’d be cruel about it, though. But then again, children had always been cruel. They’d teased Marin as a small girl, for the shape of her body, or the fact that she didn’t have a father, or her lack of pretty clothes or the newest toys. Children could be vicious.

Marin wouldn’t underestimate Wren again.

“Stay.”

For a moment, Marin thought Thea meant her, before she saw Thisbe dutifully sit at the bottom of the stairs. Thea unbuckled the dog’s collar and took it with her up the stairs, with Wren and then Marin trailing behind her.

In the attic, Thea led Marin around bookcases and shelves, finally stopping at a large wooden trunk tucked in a corner. She pulled what Marin now realized was a skeleton key dangling from Thisbe’s collar, and unlocked the trunk, lifting the lid. “See?”

Marin knelt before it and drew back the sheet folded over the top of whatever the trunk contained. Her hands brushed against something soft, and she lifted it, holding it up to catch the light of the single, swinging lightbulb above her.

“Oh my god,” Marin whispered.

It was another long braid of hair.

No, it was dozens of them.

Marin dropped the hair, horrified.

There were golden braids and auburn ones, a few were ebony black and copper red. All of them long and sheared off at the top and bound by hair ties or, on some of them, ribbons that were falling to pieces they were so old. On the other side of the trunk were frames with tinier braids and swirls of hair pinned inside. In Memoria one plaque read, with a name and dates scribbled underneath, practically illegible.

Wren knelt beside her then and lifted the braid that Marin had dropped. She returned it to the trunk, laying it neatly in a soft indent in the sheet, where it had clearly been residing for quite some time before Marin disturbed it.

“I’m sorry,” she said without looking at Marin. “I thought you would find it a little funny. Evie likes our pranks.”

Marin doubted that.

“No she doesn’t,” Thea said, and Marin smiled at the confirmation.

“Fine. But she doesn’t get this upset,” Wren said, and Marin could practically hear her rolling her eyes.

“It was unkind,” Marin said. “And this is my first day here. You went out of your way to be cruel.”

“You’re right,” Wren said. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ll forgive you if you tell me what on earth your family has an entire trunk of women’s braids for.”

“It’s a family tradition,” Thea said. “We grow our hair out and then chop it all off at once.”

“I did that once,” Marin said. “But I donated mine. Why do you keep them?”

“I don’t know,” Wren said. “We’ve always done it. So did our grandmother, and her mother too. Forever and ever, we’ve kept our hair. Mother says it’s what all of the women do.”

“But why?”

Wren closed the trunk and ran her fingers over the top.

“Everything stays at Lovelace, Mother says, down to the bone,” Wren answered. “That’s why we have our own family graveyard too.”

“What do you do with your hair when you cut it?” Thea asked. She turned the key in the trunk, locking the braids away once more.

“Oh, I guess it gets swept up and thrown away,” Marin said.

“In the trash?” Thea said. “You throw your hair in the trash?”

“Well, it’s only hair,” Marin said.

She wasn’t sure how they had done it. But they had made her feel that she was the strange one in all of this. “That’s what everyone does with their hair.”

“Well, not us,” Wren said, running her hand lovingly over the trunk. “We keep what’s ours.”

“Thisbe!” Thea called out. They waited a moment, and then heard the clicking of the dog’s nails on the hardwood stairs as she bounded up them. Thisbe ran up to Thea, who pulled the small metal key from the trunk and hooked it onto Thisbe’s collar, right where a dog’s name tag would go. “For safekeeping,” Thea explained, buckling the collar back on Thisbe’s neck.

Marin shrugged at the oddity of it. It wasn’t even the third strangest thing they had done or said since she arrived, and she was tired, grumpy, and hungry. The truth was, she simply didn’t want to focus on how creepy the children she had to nanny were turning out to be.

So she didn’t.

“Let’s get breakfast,” Marin said.

“Will you tell Mother?” Wren asked, and for the first time, Marin caught an edge of uncertainty in her voice.

“Will she be upset that you played a prank on me?” Marin asked.

Wren fidgeted, and Marin didn’t hate that she was uncomfortable with her actions.

“I don’t know. Maybe. But she’ll be more upset that we’ve disturbed her.”

“While she’s writing?”

Wren nodded.

“Then let’s not disturb her,” Marin said, and saw the slight relief in Wren’s shoulders, the ghost of a smile on her serious little face.

Maybe not so vicious after all, Marin thought. Perhaps just lonely.

Marin understood loneliness. She understood it as an only child. She understood it as someone who had remained mostly friendless due to their frequent moves throughout her childhood. She understood the way it settled into you, became part of you, so that even when you were around others you still felt set apart. Like you’d never belong no matter where you went or who you met. Like you were a deserted island in a great, wide ocean.

Unreachable and barren.
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Marin had always been a worrier.

From the time she was small, she was more cautious than the other children. Most likely to hang back from the edge of the playground slide. Least likely to climb a tree and risk the fall.

Marin knew that her worry didn’t live in her brain. It lived deep down, nestled into her gut. It was only a feeling. An instinct. And perhaps it kept her from danger, but it kept her from everything else too.

Too worried. Too cautious.

Marin was nothing like her mother in that respect. Cordelia was adventurous by nature. She’d traveled the world, been skydiving, cliff jumping, mountain climbing. There wasn’t an opportunity she had ever turned down, certainly not out of fear. The only weakness in her mother’s armor was the ocean—Cordelia Blythe did not care for the sea. But she’d sit on the benches of the boardwalk with Marin, and they’d watch the sunsets and the ships roll in.

Marin asked her once, why choose San Diego for their next home if she didn’t like the ocean? Cordelia had laughed, shrugged, and offered Marin a taste of her bubblegum ice cream—Marin crinkled her nose in a gentle refusal. The ocean is beautiful, but it’s dangerous, Marin. I didn’t make that up in my head, Cordelia had said. Acknowledging that something can hurt you isn’t the same as being scared, Marin. Understand?

But Marin didn’t understand, and everything scared her.

Then again, Marin rarely understood her mother—who could be impulsive, which, from Marin’s perspective, often felt deeply uncomfortable. In turn, her mother didn’t understand Marin’s careful calculations. Her adherence to the status quo. To safety.

Marin began to listen to her gut early. She’d ask her mom to cancel a trip because she had that twisting feeling inside that felt off. That something terrible was imminent.

Why take the risk? she’d often asked her mother, and for a while, Cordelia had ceded to Marin’s wishes. Perhaps she thought Marin would outgrow it. But listening to those worries meant that nothing bad did happen, the inverse of a self-fulfilling prophecy, and soon it became clear that Marin was never going to stop being afraid, never going to stop hanging back from the crowd, no matter how cautious they were.

Eventually, Cordelia began to push back against Marin’s bad feelings. We can’t put our whole lives on hold forever, her mom told her so calmly, so reasonably, that Marin tried. She pushed her bad feelings aside, buried them down deep, and said yes to whatever whim struck Cordelia, no matter how Marin’s insides twisted in worry.

Right up to the Saturday that Cordelia insisted they get out of town for a few days. Take the train up north for the weekend.

Marin relented, but when they boarded the train, she sat a few rows behind her mother. She lay against the window, head on a pillow and headphones on and blasting. She knew if she sat with her mother, Cordelia would want to talk, and Marin didn’t feel like talking. Marin didn’t want another adventure. She wanted to stay home, and make Saturday morning pancakes, and go to a book signing, and read on the beach.

Besides that, her anxious stomach had made her queasy all morning. When she was little, if she lied or felt she had done something wrong, she wouldn’t be able to sleep. The guilt would make her physically sick until she’d go to her mother in the middle of the night, the minor infractions of her childhood spilling from her lips in a rushed confession. And that was how Marin felt that morning as they boarded their train. On the verge of confession. Like if she didn’t tell her mother everything in that moment, she’d never have the chance again.

And then the train car had crunched.

Like a can.

Like a paper bag.

For hours Marin was trapped, caged in by twisted metal on either side. She couldn’t see the other seats, couldn’t see her mother. But it seemed as though that was because the front of the train car no longer existed, and as she lay there in the wreck, wedged between seating and steel, with rain pummeling through the cracks, waiting for the rescue workers to reach her, Marin reasoned that
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One need not be a chamber to be haunted.

—Emily Dickinson

The Sleeping House really did look as though it was at
rest. Its windowed eyes were long shuttered shut. The ivy
was so overgrown that it covered the house like a mourning
shroud. Every so often its wooden bones shifted, settling
deeper into the bed of dark soil on which it was built. But
that was the first deception of the manor: its name. The
Sleeping House was very much awake.

—Alice Lovelace, The Sleeping House
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