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The first thing Holly Wells noticed after her parents died was how many people used the word strong when they meant quiet.

She heard it at the funeral home, where a woman with a white carnation pinned to her jacket squeezed Holly's shoulder and said, “You're being so strong for them.” She heard it outside the chapel when one of her father's coworkers whispered it to another man. She heard it in the kitchen of the California house, where a neighbor was stacking untouched casseroles in the refrigerator while Holly sat at the table and counted the chips in the paint.

Strong meant she hadn't cried in front of them. They hadn't seen her crying on the bathroom floor at three in the morning, or the way she still looked toward the driveway when a car door slammed outside.

The night before the flight, she stood in the doorway of her parents' room. Her mother had left a cardigan over a chair. Her father's glasses lay folded beside a half-read paperback. It seemed that touching either thing would set off an alarm, and someone would say the terrible joke had gone far enough.

Instead, she took the cardigan. It smelled faintly of lemon soap and something floral Holly could not name.

“Mom,” she said into the quiet, “you were supposed to tell me what we were doing for my birthday.”

Sixteen was three days away. Her mother had teased her about a surprise, then changed the subject whenever Holly pressed for details. Now the word surprise felt cruel.

Her phone buzzed—a message from a number she had barely used since childhood.

Grandma P: Wyatt and I will be at arrivals. You don't need to worry about finding us.

Holly typed okay and deleted it. She typed I don't want to come and deleted that too. In the end, she sent a thumbs-up, a tiny cheerful lie.

The next afternoon, she traveled to the airport with a carry-on, a suitcase, and her mother's cardigan. The California sky was brilliant blue. She resented it for looking like an ordinary day.

On the plane, a little boy across the aisle asked his mother why Holly kept looking at the empty seat beside her. Holly turned toward the window before her mother could apologize. She remembered her father making ridiculous announcements during flights—“Local time at our destination is whatever time your mother says it is”—and her mother shushing him while trying not to laugh. The empty seat remained empty all the way across the country.

Massachusetts greeted her with dishwater-colored clouds and a wind that found every gap in her jacket.

“Holly?”

A silver-haired woman in a plum coat stepped forward, took one look at her, and pressed a hand over her mouth. Penelope Wells looked older than she did in Holly's last photograph of her, but her dark eyes were the same as her mother's.

“Oh, sweetheart.” Grandma P hugged her before Holly decided whether she wanted hugging. “You've grown.”

Wyatt Wells stood beside her, tall and soft around the middle, with a careful smile. “I was told you might remember Grandpa Why.”

Holly blinked. “Why?”

“Exactly. You used to ask me questions until I ran out of answers.”

A laugh almost came. It didn't quite make the trip.

Wyatt took her suitcase without making a performance of it. When Holly said she could carry it, he answered, “I know you can.” There was no challenge in the words, only a matter-of-fact kindness that made her throat close.

On the road to Salem, tourist shop windows advertised tarot readings and haunted tours. A plastic skeleton outside a cafe wore a sign that read WE'VE BEEN DYING TO MEET YOU. Holly gave it a look.

“Subtle town,” she muttered.

“Wait until October,” Wyatt replied.

“It's not October.”

“Precisely.”

Grandma P turned from the passenger seat. “Your mother said exactly that the last time she visited.”

Holly watched a row of dark trees slide past. She had begun noticing how everybody introduced her mother into conversations as though they were laying down a hand of cards. Each memory seemed like something Holly was expected to accept with gratitude.

“Did she visit often?” Holly asked.

Penelope's gaze slipped toward Wyatt. “Not as often as we wished.”

The glance was quick, but Holly caught it. Adults thought short pauses were invisible.

“Why not?”

“Your mother had her reasons.”

“What reasons?”

“Holly,” Wyatt said quietly, “you're allowed to get home first.”

The Wells house appeared at the end of a tree-lined road, tall and dark-bricked, with an enormous porch and a cedar whose branches leaned over one corner of the roof. Behind it, the woods went on farther than Holly could see.

Inside, photographs crowded the hall. Some were black and white. Others were so old the faces seemed trapped beneath a brown fog. Pictures of weddings, school plays, birthdays—and her mother at seventeen, frowning defiantly from the porch steps.

Holly lifted the frame.

“She hated that dress,” Grandma P said from behind her. “We argued for three days.”

“Mom argued about clothes?”

“Your mother argued about everything.” Penelope's smile thinned. “Especially when she believed somebody had made a decision for her.”

Holly studied the photograph. Her mother looked like someone who kept secrets.

“Where do I sleep?” she asked.

“Upstairs, last door on the left. It was your mother's room.”

Holly carried her things up without waiting for an escort. The room contained an old desk, a narrow bed, a bookcase, and a wooden moon-and-stars mobile above the window. The space was clean, but not empty. It had been kept, not cleared.

Under the bedside lamp stood another photograph of her mother, older this time, holding toddler Holly with an expression of startled happiness. Holly took it from the frame and traced the edge with her thumb.

“You could have told me about this place,” she whispered. “You could've told me anything.”

Outside, the trees swayed. Something brushed the glass. A branch, she told herself.

Then, through the sighing wind, she heard her name.

Holly.

She stood so quickly the photograph slipped from her fingers. It landed face up on the rug.

“Mom?”

There was no answer. The house creaked. A branch scraped the window again, ordinary and harmless.

Holly closed the curtains and sat on the bed, clutching the cardigan until the smell of California and everything she'd lost surrounded her.

Far below, beyond plaster and old timber, a metal clasp clicked open inside a locked trunk. No one heard it.
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Grandma P woke Holly with three knocks and the confidence of someone who'd survived raising a teenage daughter.

“Breakfast in fifteen minutes.”

“School is optional,” Holly called into her pillow.

“Most things are. Consequences aren't.”

Holly pulled the blanket over her head. “Was that supposed to sound wise?”

“It worked on your mother.”

The footsteps retreated before Holly could ask whether it really had.

Downstairs, Wyatt had made eggs and toast. Holly hadn't known hunger could feel like an accusation. She took half a slice and drank orange juice while Grandma P explained the schedule, bus route, and emergency numbers, as though detailed logistics could make arriving in an unfamiliar town less frightening.

“You don't have to stay the whole day,” Wyatt said when Penelope went to fetch the car keys. “Call if it gets too much.”

Holly stared into her glass. “Why does everybody keep saying that?”

“Saying what?”

“That I can leave. That I can cry. That I can do whatever.”

Wyatt thought about it. “Because people have a bad habit of telling grieving children what they're supposed to feel.”

She lifted her eyes.

“I won't,” he said.

School was a red-brick building with long windows and front steps that encouraged people to gather in groups. Holly stood alone with a paper schedule, trying to work out which door led to the science wing.

“California?” someone asked.

She turned. Two girls were looking at her. One had dark curls shoved into a messy ponytail and a grin too confident for eight in the morning. The other held a stack of color-coded notebooks against her chest and regarded Holly thoughtfully.

“Depends,” Holly said. “Are you collecting taxes?”

The first girl laughed. “Erin. That's Rosalyn. We're your cousins.”

“First cousins,” Rosalyn added. “Our dad Adrian is your mother's brother.”

Holly glanced between them. “You're sisters?”

“Eleven months apart,” Erin said. “It's a long story involving our mother refusing to take a vacation.”

Rosalyn elbowed her. “Please don't tell that story to someone you met twelve seconds ago.”

Holly exhaled for the first time all morning.

Erin grabbed the corner of Holly's timetable. “Chemistry first. History second. Lunch at eleven thirty. You're sitting with us.”

“It's tempting, but I might want to be mysterious.”

“You can be mysterious at our table.”

Rosalyn pointed down the corridor. “The left stairs are faster. The right ones smell like old gym shoes. Do not ask why.”

As they walked, conversations dipped. Holly noticed a student nudge another and whisper Wells. Near the library, two boys fell silent when Erin looked their way.

“What's with the surname?” Holly asked.

Erin shrugged too fast. “Local gossip.”

“About?”

“Occult stuff,” Rosalyn said, clearly deciding a clumsy truth was better than a smooth lie. “People think our family is strange.”

“Your grandmother has thirteen kinds of tea labeled in Latin,” Erin added. “That hasn't helped.”

“Those are botanical names.”

“See? This is why nobody invites you to gossip.”

Holly glanced toward another group of students. “Do you actually believe any of it?”

Rosalyn opened her mouth, then closed it. “I believe people like having someone to blame when unusual things happen.”

A voice behind them said, “And unusual things always seem to happen around Wells girls.”

A blonde student approached, flanked by two friends who behaved like an audience. Her dark green coat looked expensive, her hair deliberate. She smiled without warmth.

“Sabrina,” Erin said flatly.

“Erin. Rosalyn.” Sabrina's eyes settled on Holly. “And the new import.”

“Holly,” Holly supplied.

“I know.” Sabrina's smile sharpened. “Everybody knows. Apparently Salem wasn't crowded enough with your family already.”

Rosalyn shifted her books. “Walk away.”

Sabrina leaned toward Holly. “Word of advice? Some families aren't safe just because they share your name.”

Holly was prepared for insults. She wasn't prepared for that particular kind of warning delivered as cruelty.

“My parents died,” Holly said. “I didn't move for the atmosphere.”

Something flickered across Sabrina's face, almost regret. Then her two friends glanced at her, and she dropped the expression.

“Then I guess you really are having a bad week.”

Erin stepped forward. “Enough.”

Sabrina didn't move. “Do you defend every Wells on instinct, or just the ones who haven't made the papers yet?”

A teacher called for the students to move. Sabrina turned on her heel.

Holly watched her leave. “Is that a hobby?”

“Being awful?” Erin asked. “Competitive level.”

Rosalyn looked troubled. “She's worse lately.”

“Why?”

Erin shrugged. “Recent breakup. Apparently other people's misery is an effective distraction.”

Holly filed that away and tried not to care.

In chemistry, she was assigned to a lab table beside a boy in a faded denim jacket with ink on the side of one finger. His notebook held bridge diagrams, not chemistry notes.

“Your scale is wrong,” Holly said before she could stop herself.

He glanced over. “Excuse me?”

“That suspension cable would pull the tower sideways.”

He inspected his sketch, erased a line, and looked up with an unexpected smile. “You're right. I'm Caleb.”

“Holly.”

“New to Salem?”

“That obvious?”

“You haven't learned which lab stools wobble.” He tapped hers with his foot. It rocked dangerously. “That one.”

She switched seats. “You could've warned me before I sat.”

“Then I wouldn't know whether you check structural stability.”

For the first time that day, Holly laughed. She surprised herself so much she immediately looked down at her notebook.

Caleb didn't ask about her parents. He didn't tell her how brave she was. Instead, he showed her the corrected drawing and asked whether she'd mind helping him with a model bridge for a school project.

“Maybe,” she said.

He nodded as though maybe were a perfectly respectable answer.

At lunch Erin spotted Caleb crossing the cafeteria and gave a short, strangled noise. Holly barely noticed; she was trying to stop her tray from sliding off its edge.

Caleb raised two fingers at Holly. “Stable stool today?”

“Unlike your bridge.”

He grinned and kept moving.

Erin watched him go. Rosalyn's face had gone very still.

“What?” Holly asked.

“Nothing,” Erin said.

Rosalyn gave her a look.

“Absolutely nothing,” Erin repeated.

By the last bell, Holly had heard enough whispered references to witches, secrets, and her last name to fill a notebook. She walked out before her cousins finished gathering their things. They caught up a block later.

“I can make it home,” Holly said.

“Probably,” Erin replied. “But if you walk east you'll reach the cemetery, and if you walk west you'll reach a shop that sells haunted dolls. We've made an executive decision.”

Rosalyn moved beside her. “We don't have to talk.”

That was the first sensible thing anyone had said all day.

They walked beneath the maples in companionable silence. At the intersection, Holly spotted Caleb on a bicycle waiting for the light. He waved; she returned it. On the far sidewalk, Sabrina watched the exchange.

Her expression darkened so quickly Holly nearly asked what she'd done.

Then the light changed, Caleb rode away, and Sabrina turned her back.

Holly decided Salem had an exceptionally unreasonable social life.
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On the morning Holly turned sixteen, Grandma P tried to give her a party without using the word party.

She called it a family supper. Then a small gathering. Then a chance for everybody to say hello. By five o'clock the front driveway was full of cars, and somebody was carrying a cake through the dining room.

Holly stood on the landing in a borrowed dress, staring down at people she'd seen only in photographs.

“Grandma.”

Penelope looked up brightly. “There you are.”

“There's a string quartet of strangers in your living room.”

“Only two of them are strangers. The others are relatives.”

“That doesn't help.”

Wyatt passed below carrying a tray of glasses. “For what it's worth, the string quartet canceled. That's just your family arguing.”

Holly bit her cheek to keep from smiling.

Aunt Miriam hugged her so hard she couldn't breathe. Cousin Daniel gave her a small wooden puzzle he had carved himself; Marissa, another cousin, slipped her a card with twenty dollars and an apology for the crowd. Erin and Rosalyn rescued Holly from a great-great-aunt cataloging everyone Holly resembled.

“There's an escape route,” Erin whispered.

Holly brightened. “Where?”

“The bathroom.”

“Not an escape route.”

“It has a lock,” Rosalyn said.

They shared a laugh. Holly began to understand why her mother might have loved these cousins—and why leaving them behind must have hurt once.

At the cake, somebody called for her to make a wish. Holly stared at sixteen candles. A wish was supposed to be something possible. She tried to imagine her parents standing at the doorway with exaggerated guilty smiles, apologizing for the impossible misunderstanding. Her eyes burned. She blew the candles out without wishing.

Later, she found Grandma P in the kitchen cutting cake into careful slices.

“Did Mom always have birthdays here?” Holly asked.

Penelope kept cutting. “Until she moved away.”

“Why did she move?”

“We've talked about this.”

“No, we've talked around it.” Holly leaned against the counter. “What did she expect to happen when I turned sixteen?”

The knife stopped.

Holly caught the stillness. “You said yesterday she expected something from me.”

“Your mother wanted to explain some family history when you were old enough.”

“What history?”

“Not tonight.”

“It's my birthday.”

“Exactly.”

“Everybody keeps using my birthday like it's a reason not to tell me things.”

Penelope's face softened. “She wanted a different life for you.”

“Then why isn't she here to explain it?”

Holly regretted the cruelty the instant it escaped. But she'd held back too many words for too many days, and suddenly they all had edges.

“You talk about what Mom wanted as if it fixes anything. She died. Dad died. I don't know this place or these people, and every time I ask a question somebody decides I'm not ready for the answer.”

“Holly—”

“And you're not her.”

Penelope's hand dropped beside the knife.

The silence between them was worse than shouting.

Holly turned and walked through the back door before she could
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