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Chapter One

The Dress She Doesn't Remember
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I woke already dressed, and that was the first wrong thing.

Not the room — the room I knew, more or less, in the way you know a hotel room on the second night of a trip, with its particular slant of light and its particular smell of someone else’s idea of clean. Hollow Pine’s east guest room, the one with the blue wallpaper gone the color of skimmed milk near the window where the cold had been working at it for a hundred winters. I knew the room. I did not know how I had come to be lying on top of the coverlet in it, on my back, arms at my sides like something laid out rather than something that had simply fallen asleep, wearing the green dress with the buttons up the spine that I distinctly remembered taking off before dinner.

I lay there for a while not moving, the way you do when you suspect that moving will require you to know something you don’t yet want to know.

The light told me it was morning. Not early morning — the particular thin, hard brightness of it, the kind that comes off snow rather than through cloud, said eight o’clock, maybe nine. Which meant that somewhere between taking off the green dress at half past six and finding myself wearing it again twelve or thirteen hours later, an entire night had happened to me without my permission.

I sat up. The room tilted very slightly and then settled, the way rooms do after sleep, except this didn’t feel like the ordinary vertigo of waking. It felt like the room was waiting to see what I would do before it committed to staying still.

My feet were bare. That was something, at least — small mercy, no boots to account for. I looked down at my own hands, turned them over, found nothing on them. No dirt under the nails, no marks across the knuckles, nothing that the part of my mind already cataloguing evidence against myself could point to and say, there, you see, something happened and here is the proof of it on your own skin. I didn’t know yet that I would come to think of myself this way — as something to be investigated, my own body a crime scene I returned to each morning to search before anyone else could search it first — but it began here, in this room, with my own hands turned palm-up in the cold light, looking for what I already, dimly, irrationally, expected to find.

There was nothing to find. That should have been a relief. It wasn’t, quite. An absence of evidence is not the same thing as an absence of guilt, not when you cannot account for the hours in question, and I lay back against the headboard for a moment with my eyes closed, trying to do the thing you do when you’ve lost your keys — retrace your steps, walk yourself backward through the evening until you arrive at the place where the thread goes slack.

Dinner. I remembered dinner with a clarity that almost embarrassed me, given what I couldn’t remember on either side of it. Adrian had been telling me about the original chimneys, how three of the four still drew properly after all this time, how his grandfather used to say a house that couldn’t keep its own fires honest wasn’t worth keeping at all, and I had laughed at that, I remembered laughing, the sound of it strange in the dining room’s high ceiling, and I remembered thinking — clearly, certainly, a thought I could still hold up to the light now and examine — that I was happy. Genuinely. Not performing happiness for a husband I was still, four months in, slightly afraid of disappointing, but actually, unguardedly happy, in the particular way that catches you off guard in a life you didn’t expect to get.

And then the thread went slack.

Not gradually. Not the soft fade of falling asleep over a book. It simply stopped, the way film stops when it snaps in the projector, mid-frame, the picture still bright and clear and then nothing, a white square of light where the rest of the reel should be.

I had gone upstairs. I knew that the way you know things that must be true because the alternative doesn’t make sense — I had gone upstairs, because here I was upstairs, in this room, in this dress. I had taken the dress off; I remembered the specific, mundane sensation of the buttons under my own fingers, the small relief of the fabric loosening, the thought — irritated, ordinary, the thought of someone whose biggest problem that night was a stiff collar — that Marta had laced it too tightly that morning and I’d have to say something tomorrow.

That was the last frame. The collar. The thought about Marta.

And now it was tomorrow, and I was lying in the same dress with the same collar, and I had said nothing to anyone, because there had been no one to say it to, because there was a night-sized hole in the middle of my own life and I had only just discovered the edges of it.

I made myself get up. There is a kind of fear that responds well to motion, that loosens its grip slightly if you simply make your body do ordinary things — and so I crossed to the washstand and looked at myself in the spotted mirror above it, the way I had been taught, somewhere in the part of my childhood I did remember clearly, to look at myself each morning: chin first, for swelling or marks; throat, for the same; then the eyes, because my mother used to say the eyes were the last to lie to you even after the face had learned to.

My chin was fine. My throat was fine. My eyes looked back at me with the particular brightness of someone who has not slept enough, but nothing more sinister than that — no smudging, no redness that spoke of crying I didn’t remember doing, nothing that told a story I hadn’t authored.

I turned my hands over again in the better light of the mirror, front and back, and that was when I saw it — not new, I didn’t think, not from last night, but I noticed it now in a way I hadn’t before, really looked at it for the first time as a thing requiring explanation rather than simply a feature of my own hand I’d long since stopped seeing: a thin pale scar along the heel of my right palm, perhaps an inch and a half, the kind of mark a careless kitchen knife leaves, or the edge of a window breaking, or — I made myself stop there, because the next thought in that sequence was uglier than the others and I did not yet have the evidence to justify thinking it.

I would think it later. Not yet.

But the hand undid something in me anyway, some latch I hadn’t known was only loosely fastened, and for a moment I was not standing at the washstand at Hollow Pine at all. I was eleven, in the kitchen doorway of a house that no longer existed except in the particular furniture of memory, watching my mother’s hand where it lay on the linoleum in a way hands are not meant to lie, fingers slightly curled, and a man’s voice somewhere behind me saying my name, my own name, over and over, as if repeating it enough times might undo what the hand on the floor already knew. I did not remember, even now, even after all the years and all the careful, deliberate not-thinking-about-it, whether I had screamed or stayed perfectly silent. That was the particular cruelty of it — not the hand, not even the voice, but the fact that my own response to the worst moment of my life had simply failed to record itself, had left exactly the kind of gap I was standing inside of now, twenty years later, in a stranger’s mirror, in a house in the mountains.

I had built a whole careful architecture on top of that gap, in the years since. A way of not asking myself what I had done in the seconds after I realized. A practiced fluency in changing the subject of my own mind. And here was the morning handing me a second gap, smaller, more recent, but built from the exact same material — and some old, well-worn part of me already knew which question came next, the question I was not yet ready to let finish forming: what is it about me, that I keep losing the very moments I would most need to remember?

I set the thought down, the way you set down something hot before it can mark you. There would be time for it. There was, I knew without being able to say how, going to be a great deal of time for it.

I dressed properly — my own clothes this time, chosen and put on with full, conscious participation in the act — and crossed to the window before going down, mostly, I told myself, to check the weather, though weather was not really what I was checking. The room looked south, toward the long pass that carried the single road down off the mountain and back to the wider world — the pass, Adrian called it, with the particular pride men have for inconvenient things their families have simply learned to live around — and at this hour it still lay open, a pale grey thread of cleared road stitching the house to everything beyond it, though the sky over it had the flat, waiting look of more snow not yet decided to fall. I stood there longer than the view warranted, watching my own breath fog the glass, and felt, for no reason I could have defended to anyone, a small cold relief that the way out was open. I did not yet know to wonder how many days a year it stayed that way, or to count, the way I would soon learn to count without meaning to, the gap between one closing and the next.

I went down, then, and it was on the stairs, halfway between the landing and the hall, that I heard Marta already moving below, the particular brisk economy of her footsteps that I had learned, in four months, to distinguish from Adrian’s heavier, more deliberate tread, and from his mother’s, which I almost never heard at all, as if Helene had trained herself out of the ordinary sound of walking on her own floors.

Marta was in the small breakfast room, setting out toast and the white china with the gold rim that I privately thought too fine for breakfast and had never said so, because some battles in a new marriage are not worth fighting, and the cost of a particular plate is one of them. She looked up when I came in, and her face did the thing it always did — composed itself half a second too late, as if she had to actively assemble the expression rather than simply wear one that arrived on its own.

“You’re up early,” she said, which was not true, and we both knew it was not true, the light through the breakfast room windows already well past the hour either of us would have called early, and I saw, standing there, that this was the first lie of the day, offered so smoothly and so immediately that I had the strange, dislocating sense she had been waiting for me, rehearsing it, the way you rehearse a line for a part you’ve played many times before.

“Marta,” I said, and heard my own voice come out steadier than I felt, which I counted, even then, as a small private victory. “I don’t remember coming up to bed last night.”

She didn’t stop moving. That was the detail I would return to later, replay in my mind the way I’d replayed the dinner table and the collar and the slack thread of the missing hours — she did not stop moving, did not set down the toast rack, did not turn fully to face me, only angled her head a fraction, the practiced half-attention of someone managing a conversation she had had before.

“You were tired,” she said. “Mr. Ashcombe said you’d had a long day.”

“I went to bed in this.” I held up the green dress, which I had brought down with me, irrationally, as if it were evidence to be presented rather than fabric to be laundered. “And I woke up in it again. This morning. I didn’t sleep in it and then put it back on, Marta. I woke up wearing it.”

Now she turned. Fully, this time, and there was something in her face in that half-second before she composed it again that I would spend the rest of the day, and several days after that, trying to name — not surprise, exactly, because surprise would have meant this was new information to her, and I did not think, even then, even before I knew anything for certain, that it was new information to her. It was closer to weariness. The specific, bone-deep weariness of someone watching a scene begin that they have watched begin before, in another room, with another woman standing where I was standing now, holding up another dress.

“These things happen sometimes,” she said. “After everything. The grief. The new house. It isn’t unusual, with a change this size, for the body to do things the mind doesn’t keep up with.”

It was a good answer. It was, in fact, exactly the answer a kind, sensible person would have given to a young widow four months remarried into a house far larger and older and stranger than anything she’d known before, and if I had not woken with a night-sized hole in my own memory and a scar I had only just thought to ask about, I might have taken it, gratefully, and let the whole matter close itself the way unpleasant small mysteries usually do, dissolving into the ordinary business of toast and tea and the day ahead.

But I had woken with the hole. And I had the scar. And there was, underneath Marta’s calm, sensible, kind explanation, a current of something else entirely — not concern for me, or not only that, but a kind of vigilance, the particular alertness of someone keeping watch over a situation rather than simply responding to one.

“How many times,” I said, before I had quite decided to say it, “have I worn this dress?”

It was an odd question, and I knew it was odd even as I asked it, the kind of thing that doesn’t quite make sense out loud the way it had seemed to make sense in the half-formed shape it had taken in my head — and Marta looked at me for a long moment, the toast rack still in her hands, the gold-rimmed china catching the window light between us, and something in her face settled into an expression I hadn’t seen on her before, not quite sad, not quite resigned, something with no single word I could put to it.

“Every time,” she said, “you ask it exactly like that.”

I waited for her to laugh, or to soften it, or to explain it away the way she had explained the dress and the sleep and the body’s strange habits after grief — but she didn’t. She set the toast rack down, carefully, precisely, the way you set down something you don’t want to drop because you suspect the room is already too full of things that have broken, and she looked at me with that same unreadable weariness, and she said nothing more at all.

The white china caught the light. Somewhere above us, in the part of the house I had not yet learned to navigate without thinking, a door closed — not loudly, not a slam, just the ordinary sound of someone moving through their own home, except that I found myself counting it, filing it away with the scar and the slack thread and the green dress still hanging over my arm, because I had woken up that morning into a life where ordinary sounds had stopped being merely ordinary, and I had no way of knowing yet how long it would take me to learn to live inside that fact, or whether I would survive learning it at all.

I sat down to breakfast because there was nothing else, just then, that I knew how to do. I buttered toast I did not taste. I watched Marta’s hands, steady again now, moving between the teapot and the gold-rimmed cups with their ordinary, practiced grace, and I thought of the pass lying open and pale below the house, the one grey road back to everything I had been before this house, and I thought, with a coldness that surprised me, of my mother’s hand on the linoleum, curled the way hands curl when they have stopped being asked anything by the person they belong to.

I couldn’t have known then to be afraid of the snow. I wasn’t yet aware to count the days the road stayed open the way I had already, without choosing to, begun counting the gaps in my own nights. I only knew, sitting there with toast going cold on the gold-rimmed china, that Marta had answered a question I had never asked her before as though I had asked it a hundred times, and that somewhere in this house there was an answer to why — and that I had just decided, quietly, with no one in the room to witness the decision, that I was going to find it.
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Chapter Two

The Gallery
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Adrian found me at breakfast still faintly unsettled, though I did my best not to show it, and proposed, with the particular boyish enthusiasm he reserved for the house itself, that he give me the proper tour at last — not the abbreviated version he’d walked me through on the day I arrived, exhausted and travel-worn and absorbing none of it, but the real one, room by room, the one his father had given his mother and his grandfather had given his grandmother, an inheritance of its own kind, he said, smiling, as if the words had no weight beyond their charm.

I said yes. Of course I said yes. Whatever had happened to me in the night, whatever Marta wasn’t saying, I had married this man because I liked the sound of his voice when he talked about the things he loved, and Hollow Pine was, unmistakably, completely, a thing he loved.

We began in the library, which smelled of woodsmoke and old paper in a way I’d already come to associate with safety, with ordinary domestic comfort, a smell I would later come to associate with something else entirely, before any of the morning’s strangeness had given me reason to question what safety in this house actually meant. Adrian ran a hand along the spines of a shelf of ledgers — estate accounts, he said, going back four generations, his great-grandfather’s hand still legible in the oldest of them — and told me, with real affection, about the winter his own father had taught him to read those ledgers by lamplight, snowed in for nine days, the two of them tracing the household’s whole economy back through decades of someone else’s careful arithmetic.

“You’ll think it strange,” he said, “how much of this house is just records. Who married whom, who built what, who paid for the roof the year the east wing flooded. My mother says a family that doesn’t keep its own books eventually forgets who it is.” He said it the way men say things they’ve heard often enough to believe without examining, a phrase worn smooth by repetition, and I remember thinking, even then, that I rather liked the sentiment, not yet understanding how differently his mother and I would come to mean it.

I laughed, because it was the kind of thing that invited laughter, warm and a little self-deprecating, and because I had not yet learned to hear the particular weight under sentences like that one — the way Adrian’s family discussed memory and record-keeping as though they were the same discipline, practiced for the same reasons, by people who had clearly thought about both far more carefully than an ordinary family ever needs to.

We moved through the morning room, the old kitchen no longer used for cooking but kept, Adrian said, exactly as his great-grandmother had left it, down to the copper pots hung in the same order on the same hooks. We went through the conservatory, glass fogged with the cold outside and the warmth we’d brought in with us, where a single struggling lemon tree had apparently been kept alive, against all sense, for three generations, watered and pruned and carried in from frost by hands that had clearly decided it mattered more than its survival should have warranted. Everywhere we went, Adrian had a story, and every story circled back, sooner or later, to the same idea, phrased a dozen different ways: that this house remembered things. That it had been built, deliberately, to hold on to what came through it.

In the small parlor off the conservatory, the one with the good northern light, he paused longer than he had anywhere else, in front of a window seat with a faded cushion worn thin in the shape of however many women had sat there before me, and told me, in a quieter register than the rest of the tour, that this had been his first wife’s favorite room. He said it plainly, without flinching, the way a man says something he has decided in advance not to be strange about. “She liked the light here,” he said. “Better than the library, she always thought. Too much dust in the library, she used to say, for a room people pretended to love so much.” He smiled at that, a small, private smile that didn’t quite reach all the way to his eyes, and then moved on to the next room before I could think of anything to say in response, and it was clear to me, following him, that I had just been given a piece of information I was meant to receive exactly the way he’d offered it — gently, briefly, closed before it could be opened any further.

I didn’t think much of it at the time. I want to be honest about that, looking back — I didn’t think much of it at all, walking room to room on Adrian’s arm with the snow still coming down steadily outside every window we passed, half-listening, half still turning over the coat and the boots and Marta’s strange, unfinished answer from that morning. I was happy in the ordinary way you’re happy touring a beautiful house with a husband who clearly wants you to love it as much as he does. It was only afterward — much later, with everything else I came to know laid out beside it — that I recognized how carefully each of those stories had been chosen, and how deliberately each one had been pointed, without my noticing, toward the staircase we hadn’t reached yet.

We came to it last, the main stair rising from the front hall in a single unbroken sweep, lined the entire way up with portraits in frames of every era — gilt gone soft and brown with age near the bottom, sharper and more modern-looking as the stair climbed toward the landing — and Adrian slowed as we reached the first of them, the proprietary warmth in his voice deepening into something quieter, more careful.

“My great-great-grandmother,” he said, gesturing to the lowest portrait, a woman in high-necked black with her hair pinned close, her hands folded in her lap with a stillness that read, even in paint, as practiced. “And here—” his hand moved up a step, to a woman in a paler dress, hair worn looser, a different fashion by perhaps thirty years— “her daughter-in-law. And here.”

I had already, somewhere in the unhurried climb of his hand from frame to frame, begun to notice what he clearly expected me to notice eventually, on my own, in my own time — that the face in every portrait was, unmistakably, unaccountably, the same face. Not similar. Not a family resemblance of the ordinary kind, the kind that gives cousins the same nose or the same set to their eyes. The same face entirely, down to a small asymmetry at the left corner of the mouth that I knew, without needing a mirror to confirm it, that I shared.

I said nothing. I want to be honest about that too — I said nothing at all in that moment, though every instinct I had was already quietly cataloguing what I was looking at, the way I’d catalogued the boots and the coat that morning, filing it somewhere just behind my own composed and pleasant expression, the one I had apparently already learned, in four months of marriage into this family, to keep ready at all times.

“They say it skips a generation, sometimes, and then it doesn’t skip at all for three in a row,” Adrian said, lightly, watching my face rather than the portraits now. “My mother calls it the Hollow Pine look. Half the village thinks it’s a joke we tell on ourselves. The other half thinks it’s something else.” He smiled, the particular warm, easy smile that had made me say yes to him in the first place, eight months ago, in a life that felt impossibly far from this staircase, in a city with no portraits in it at all. “I’ve never put much stock in either version, myself.”

I smiled back, because it seemed, in that moment, like the only available response, and because some old, careful part of me had already decided that whatever this was, I was not yet ready to let him see how closely I’d actually been looking.

A bell rang somewhere below — the household kind, not the iron ones strung along the pasture fence, Marta’s signal that the noon meal would be ready shortly — and Adrian, glancing at his pocket watch with the easy unconcern of a man who had never once in his life had to wonder where his next hour was going, excused himself to see to some estate matter before lunch, leaving me alone on the stair with eleven generations of my own face looking back down at me.

I went closer to the third portrait from the top, the one that had caught my eye on the climb up without my quite knowing why, and saw, once I was near enough, what had unsettled me about it from a distance — the hair was arranged in a style at least sixty years out of fashion for the era I’d have guessed the dress belonged to, the high lace collar of an earlier decade paired, incongruously, with the looser, more modern set of the shoulders beneath it, as though the painting had been begun in one fashion and finished, much later, in another, by a different hand entirely, in a different season of light. I leaned close enough to see the brushwork itself, the fine cracking of age across the surface, and told myself it was nothing — paintings got retouched, varnish got renewed, an old portrait restored by a careless or hurried hand might easily end up looking exactly like this, two decades stitched awkwardly together under a single coat of varnish.

I believed that, standing there. I want to be honest about that as well, because it would be easy, looking back from where I stand now, to claim I suspected everything from the very first hour — and I didn’t. I believed, that afternoon, in the entirely reasonable explanation of careless restoration, because the alternative explanation hadn’t yet had time to take any shape at all in my mind. I only knew that I didn’t like looking at that particular portrait for very long, and that I found myself, without quite deciding to, glancing back at it twice more on my way down to lunch, as though checking that it hadn’t moved.

I didn’t go down to lunch directly. I told myself I would, in a minute, and instead climbed back up two steps, then four, then stood again at the base of the whole long run of portraits and made myself do, slowly and deliberately, the thing I’d avoided doing while Adrian stood beside me narrating: I counted them.

Eleven. Eleven faces, eleven separate frames, eleven entirely different arrangements of hair and collar and hand-position, and not one single variation in the bone structure beneath any of it — the same set of the eyes, the same small asymmetry at the corner of the mouth, the same faint, slightly stubborn tilt to the chin that I had been told, more than once in my own life, by more than one unkind relative, made me look as though I were always on the verge of disagreeing with someone. Eleven women, across — I tried to estimate it from the costumes alone, and gave up somewhere past a hundred and fifty years, the math defeating itself the further back the dresses went — across more time than any single woman could plausibly have lived inside, looking back down at me from a staircase I would have to climb every single day for the rest of whatever life I was building in this house.

The household bell rang again, more insistently this time, Marta’s second summons, the one that meant the soup was getting cold and someone ought to come account for themselves. I went down. I made myself smile pleasantly at lunch, and ask Adrian sensible, ordinary questions about the estate accounts he’d shown me that morning, and eat what was put in front of me, and say nothing at all about the staircase, because I had already understood, somewhere on that climb back up to count the portraits, that whatever this was, I was not yet ready to ask him about it directly — not until I had some better idea, on my own, of what kind of answer I was actually prepared to hear.

Beneath the dining room window, faint, the iron bells along the pasture fence rang their thin, irregular note into the gathering wind, and I found myself listening for them in a way I hadn’t, before that morning, ever thought to listen for anything in this house at all.

I told myself, eating my soup, smiling at the appropriate intervals, that there was almost certainly a simple explanation for all eleven faces on that staircase — a strong family bloodline, an old vanity about resemblance that families like this one had clearly cultivated for generations, the kind of self-flattering myth wealthy houses sometimes told about themselves the way other people told ghost stories. It would have been so easy to believe that, and some large, tired, frightened part of me wanted very badly to believe it, the same part of me that had taken the tonic that morning without asking what was in it, the same part of me that had smiled at “the Hollow Pine look” instead of asking, directly, plainly, why it required a phrase of its own at all.

That was the precise shape of the lie I didn’t yet know I was telling myself, sitting at that table with the soup going lukewarm in front of me: that not asking was a kind of safety. That the gaps — in the staircase’s history, in my own missing hours, in Marta’s unfinished sentences — were gaps I could simply choose to leave unfilled, the way you leave a door closed rather than learn what’s behind it, and go on, regardless, building an ordinary life in the rooms you’d already decided to trust. I did not yet understand how much of this house, and how much of my marriage into it, had been built on other women making that same choice before me, in that same chair, eating that same soup, deciding not to ask.

Helene’s chair at the far end of the table sat empty through the whole meal, as it often did — she kept to her own rooms more days than not, Adrian had explained early on, her health being what it was, though I had never once heard anyone in the house describe what, exactly, her health was — and I found myself glancing at that empty place more than once over the course of lunch, with no clear reason I could have named, except that something about an empty chair at the head of a table full of identical faces seemed, that particular afternoon, to want noticing.
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Chapter Three

The Plaque
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I went back to the staircase the next morning before breakfast, while the house was still quiet enough that I could be reasonably certain no one would come looking for me, and stood again in front of the third portrait from the top — the one with the mismatched hair and collar, the one I’d told myself, the day before, was simply the work of a careless restorer.

The light was different at this hour, lower and more direct, coming in nearly level through the tall window at the landing, and it caught the small brass plaque beneath the frame in a way it hadn’t the previous afternoon. I leaned close. The plaque read Cordelia, 1847–1869, the lettering engraved in a plain, unhurried hand, and it was only because I was looking for it now, specifically, deliberately, that I noticed what I’d missed the day before: the metal itself didn’t match.

Every other plaque on that staircase — and I’d already, without quite admitting to myself why, made a careful study of several of them — had the same soft, uneven tarnish of brass left alone for decades, a particular brown-gold patina that comes only with time and dust and the oils of however many hands had touched a frame in passing. This one was different. Not new, exactly — it had clearly been in place for some years — but newer than its neighbors, the tarnish thinner, more even, the kind of even darkening you get from a single careful polishing some years back rather than generations of accumulated neglect.

I touched it. I don’t know why that seemed necessary, except that I had already learned, in less than two days in this house, that my own eyes were not always sufficient evidence on their own — I wanted to feel the difference as well as see it, and I did feel it, faintly, the slightly different grain of metal beneath my fingertip compared to the plaque one frame down, which I touched next for comparison, and which felt, by contrast, rough with age in a way this one didn’t.

Someone had replaced this plaque. Not the portrait — the portrait itself looked as old and as consistently aged as any of the others, the canvas appropriately yellowed, the frame’s gilt appropriately worn — but the small brass rectangle beneath it, bearing this woman’s name and her two dates, had been swapped for a newer one at some point well after the portrait itself was painted.

I stood there working through what that could mean, and arrived, fairly quickly, at an explanation that satisfied me enough to let me go down to breakfast without my hands shaking: plaques get damaged. Plaques get lost, or tarnish unevenly from a spill, or simply wear out their engraving from decades of dusting, and a careful household — and Hollow Pine was, unmistakably, a careful household — would naturally replace one rather than leave a portrait improperly labeled. It was, I told myself, exactly the kind of small domestic maintenance that explained nothing sinister at all.

I almost believed it. I want to record that honestly, the way I’ve tried to record everything else honestly in this account — I almost believed it completely, standing there with the cold of the brass still faintly on my fingertip, and it was only the smallest, most stubborn part of me, the part that had spent twenty years learning not to trust easy explanations for gaps it couldn’t otherwise account for, that refused to let the matter close itself quite as neatly as the rest of me wanted it to.

I found Marta in the linen room later that morning, sorting through a stack of pressed sheets with the same unhurried precision she brought to everything, and I asked her, as casually as I could manage, whether the portraits upstairs were ever repaired or restored, whether anyone had ever had cause to replace one of the little plaques beneath them.

Her hands didn’t stop moving, exactly, but they slowed, the rhythm of the folding losing its evenness for just long enough that I noticed it. “Plaques tarnish,” she said, not looking up from the sheet in front of her. “Get knocked loose sometimes, dusting. Mr. Ashby’s mother had a few replaced years back, I believe, when the old ones got too worn to read properly.”

“Which ones?” I asked, and heard, even as I said it, how much more direct the question came out than I’d intended.

“I wouldn’t know which exactly. It was before my time here, some of it.” She set the folded sheet onto its stack with a small, final motion, the kind that closes a subject as much as it closes a task. “Why do you ask, ma’am?”

It was the first time she’d called me that since the week I’d arrived, the formal address sitting oddly between us, and I understood, hearing it, that she had just drawn a line I hadn’t seen coming — not unfriendly, exactly, but unmistakably a line, the kind people draw when a conversation has wandered somewhere they’d rather it hadn’t. I said something vague about idle curiosity, about a young bride’s natural interest in the family she’d married into, and Marta accepted the explanation with the same smooth, immediate ease she’d accepted my question about the boots the morning before — too smooth, I thought, walking away, too immediate, the acceptance of someone who has a ready answer prepared for nearly anything I might ask her, rather than someone simply answering as the question occurs to her.

I went back to the staircase that afternoon anyway, while Adrian was occupied with some correspondence in his study and the house had settled into the particular stillness it took on between lunch and dusk, and brought with me a soft cloth from the linen room, telling myself I only meant to dust the frames properly, the way a new mistress of the house might reasonably want to do, getting to know her own home with her own hands. I worked my way down from Cordelia’s portrait, cleaning each plaque in turn, comparing the feel and the look of the metal as I went, building a kind of map in my head of which ones carried the same uneven, decades-old tarnish and which carried that same too-even, too-recent darkening that Cordelia’s did.

The second one I found was four frames down, a woman in a high-collared traveling dress whose plaque read simply Margaret, beloved with no dates at all, which struck me, even before I’d touched the metal, as its own kind of small wrongness — every other plaque on that staircase carried two dates, a beginning and an end, the ordinary accounting a family does for its dead, and this one carried only a name and a single word that explained nothing about when she had lived or died. I ran the cloth over it and felt the same too-even darkening beneath my fingers that I’d felt on Cordelia’s, and stood there a long moment with my hand still resting on the brass, turning over the strangeness of a portrait given a sentiment instead of a record, as though someone had wanted this woman remembered fondly far more than they had wanted her remembered accurately.

Three plaques, out of eleven, by the time I reached the third. Three women whose names had apparently needed re-engraving at some point after their portraits were painted, for reasons no one in this house seemed inclined to discuss in any detail.

I was crouched at the base of the third of these, cloth still in hand, close enough to the brass to read the small engraved dates — a woman named Augusta, the dates themselves close enough together that I did the arithmetic without meaning to and felt something cold settle in my stomach at the answer — when I heard Adrian’s step on the floor above, coming down faster than his usual unhurried pace, and I stood quickly, the cloth disappearing into my pocket before I’d consciously decided to hide it there at all.

“There you are.” He came down the last few steps smiling, though something in his eyes moved over the staircase, the cloth-shaped bulge of my pocket, the general fact of where he’d found me, with an attention that didn’t quite match the easy warmth of his voice. “Marta said you’d taken an interest in the family portraits. I should have given you the names properly yesterday, instead of rushing through it the way I did.”

“I was only dusting,” I said, and heard how thin it sounded even as I said it, the kind of explanation that doesn’t fully survive contact with the air around it.

“Of course you were.” He reached past me and straightened a frame that hadn’t, as far as I could tell, needed straightening at all, his hand lingering a moment longer on the gilt than the task required. “Though I’d rather you let Marta handle the dusting up here. Some of these frames are older than they look, and I’d hate for anything to be damaged on my account.”

I said something agreeable, something about not having considered the frames so delicate, and let him walk me down to the parlor with his hand at the small of my back, light and familiar and entirely unthreatening in the way it had always felt before that afternoon — and it was only once he’d settled back into his correspondence and I’d settled, ostensibly, into a book I had no intention of actually reading, that I let myself think properly about what I’d found.

Augusta’s dates. I had done the arithmetic at the staircase without meaning to, the cold-stomach kind of arithmetic you do almost against your own will, and I made myself do it again now, more carefully, with the book open and unread in my lap as cover for whatever expression might be crossing my face. Twenty-two years between the two dates on that plaque. A woman who had died at twenty-two, in this house, after presumably marrying into it young enough that twenty-two had still been possible — and whose nameplate had needed replacing, at some point, by someone who’d judged the original no longer fit to be read.

I thought of the cloth still folded in my pocket, and of Marta’s too-quick, too-finished answer in the linen room, and of Adrian’s hand on the frame that hadn’t needed straightening, and felt, sitting there in the lamplight with the snow beginning again outside the parlor windows, the particular vertigo of realizing that everyone in this house had a story ready for me, polished and immediate and just slightly too smooth, the moment I asked about anything that mattered.

I thought, too, against my own better judgment, of my mother — not the hand on the linoleum this time, but an earlier memory, smaller and gentler, of her teaching me, when I was perhaps seven or eight, how to tell real silver from plate by the particular weight of it in your palm, the cheap metal always lighter than it ought to be, always betraying itself to a hand that knew what real weight felt like. I had thought, at seven or eight, that this was simply a useful thing to know about cutlery. I realized now, twenty years later, kneeling at a staircase comparing the tarnish on brass plaques, that she had been teaching me something else as well, something about learning to trust the difference your own hands could feel even when your eyes, or the people around you, insisted there was nothing there to notice.

I did not say anything to Adrian that evening about Augusta, or about the two other plaques, or about the particular weight of brass beneath a polishing cloth. I told myself this was caution, the sensible reticence of a new wife who didn’t yet know her own husband well enough to risk an accusation she couldn’t properly support — and that was true, as far as it went. But underneath the caution, if I am honest, the way I have tried to be honest in every part of this account, there was something else as well: a small, stubborn, frightened hope that if I simply gathered enough evidence quietly, on my own, before I ever said a word aloud, I might still be wrong about all of it. That there might yet be some ordinary, forgivable explanation waiting at the bottom of everything I was finding, and that the longer I kept looking in silence, the longer I could go on believing that such an explanation still existed.

The bells were ringing again that night, faint behind the wind, as I lay awake turning Augusta’s dates over and over in my mind, and I found myself, for the first time since I’d come to Hollow Pine, deliberately leaving the tonic Marta brought untouched on the nightstand, telling myself it was only because I wasn’t tired, while some quieter, more honest part of me understood perfectly well that this was not the reason at all.

I lay there a long while listening to the wind work at the shutters, thinking of Margaret’s plaque with its single, unaccountable word where two dates should have been, and found myself wondering, with a coldness I hadn’t expected to feel toward a woman I’d never known anything about until that afternoon, what beloved was meant to cover for. Whether it was grief that had chosen that word, or something closer to convenience — a kindness offered in place of a fact that someone, at some point, had decided was better left unengraved. I thought of how easily Adrian’s hand had found the frame that didn’t need straightening, how naturally the gesture had come to him, as though some part of him had simply needed something to do with his hands in that moment, and I knew, lying there in the dark with the untouched tonic glass catching what little light came through the curtains, that I had crossed some quiet, private threshold that afternoon — not a dramatic one, not the kind that announces itself, but a real one nonetheless. I had stopped, somewhere between the staircase and the parlor, simply trusting the explanations I was given, and had started, instead, keeping my own private ledger of what didn’t add up, the way Adrian’s family kept theirs of who had married whom and who had paid for the roof.

It did not feel, that night, like the beginning of anything I could name. It felt only like the small, quiet decision it actually was — to keep looking, to keep counting, to keep my own hands busy with whatever evidence this house was willing to let me touch, for as long as it took to learn whether Augusta and Margaret and Cordelia had simply died the way families like this one always claimed their women eventually did, or whether something else entirely, something with no kind word ready-made for it, had happened to each of them instead, in rooms not unlike the one I was lying in now, on nights not unlike this one.
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Chapter Four

The First Entry
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Adrian left for the lower farm before midday, some matter of fencing damaged by the latest snowfall requiring his attention in person, and told me, kissing my forehead in the front hall with his coat already half-buttoned against the cold, that he’d be back well before dark. I watched him go down the drive through the parlor window, his figure shrinking against all that white until the trees took him, and felt, the moment he was truly gone, a small, guilty lift of relief that had nothing to do with wanting him gone and everything to do with wanting, for an hour or two, a house I could move through without narrating my own movements to anyone at all.

I went to his study. I want to be honest about the fact that I went there deliberately, not by accident, not on some innocent errand that simply happened to take me past his desk — I went there because I had spent three days now collecting small, unexplained things, and some patient, methodical part of me had decided that a husband’s study was, in any ordinary marriage, the most likely place a person might find paper that explained other paper.

The desk was a heavy old thing, dark wood gone nearly black with age, and Adrian had told me, early in our marriage, in the easy, offhand way he told me most things about the house, that the bottom drawer on the left didn’t lock anymore, the mechanism
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