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One

The House on Katydid Street

The house stood a little apart from the rest of the block, as if it did not quite fit in. Perhaps it was wary of the other houses, or perhaps it was the other houses that wished to keep their distance from it.

If only houses could talk, then one of them could tell us which it was.

Of course, if houses could talk, they could also lie.

Maybe that explained why the house at 1664 Katydid Street sold so suddenly after sitting empty for so long. Maybe it had grown tired of standing there, apart and alone. Maybe being apart and alone is what comes of telling people the truth.

Whatever the reason, Caitlin Hart and Eliot Eddington started putting together an offer as soon as they walked out of the house. That offer was made and accepted before their kids even had a chance to see it.

“We got an amazing deal,” Ms. Hart had said.

“We couldn’t wait,” Mr. Eddington affirmed.

Why not, when the house had been waiting for so long? Something about contingencies and loopholes, timing and today’s market. The price had just been reduced, you know. If they hadn’t acted now, someone else would have snapped it up, and it was so hard to find a house in their price range that would give them all the rooms they needed. So they had to do the snapping.

They were apologetic; after all, when they started looking for a new home for the family, they’d promised that they’d let the kids see the house before they made a final decision, though Owen was barely three and really only had opinions about zoo animals and cheese.

Yes, they’d promised, but at eleven years old, Violet Hart knew that promises from adults always came with contingencies and loopholes.

Still, they had to move, Violet knew. Their home didn’t hold them anymore. It was meant for a family that no longer existed. Violet’s parents had bought it a few months before she was born; Violet had lived there with her mother, father, and her older sister, Mia, until Violet was in preschool. Then her father left, and it became a house of three. A few years later, Eliot moved in, and the new family of four decided to stay put, to maintain a sense of normalcy for the girls. Then Owen was born, so Violet moved into Mia’s room, because we have to make do with what we have. This worked for a while, until it didn’t anymore. That was when Eliot and Mom started looking for a new home, to hold the family we are now.

So now the whole family was loaded in the car—in the front, Violet’s mom and stepdad chatting to each other; in the back, Mia studying her phone, as she was so often found doing; Owen in the middle, softly singing to himself, as he was so often found doing; and Violet staring out the window, as she was so often found doing—all heading to see the house that would soon be their new home, the place where their puzzle-piece family would have room to join together as one whole.

It was the beginning of September in Minneapolis, the time of year when summer made its last stand, and as the car turned a corner, the sunlight, seeming to resent Violet’s inquisitive gaze, suddenly flooded through the car window. The trees that lined the street did their best to hold the brightness back, their branches pressing against the encroaching sky, but there was only so much that they could do.

Violet’s eyes stung. She turned toward Owen, who grinned at her from his throne of a car seat.

“Bunny?” he whispered to her.

Violet made a fist, put up two pale fingers to make bunny ears, and bounced her hand up and down.

Owen clapped his hands and giggled wildly, and then let out a loud, wet cough. Since he’d started preschool two weeks ago, he was constantly surrounded by a cloud of germs so thick it was nearly visible, a shimmering, infectious aura gleaming just beyond the capabilities of human perception.

“Owen!” snapped Mia so loudly Violet started. “Cover!”

“Mia, be nice,” their mom said.

“He’ll get us all sick, Mom!”

At that, Owen let out another giggle, then coughed again, wet as a swamp. Violet’s bunny backed slowly away. She turned back to the window, eyes closed against the sun. Sixth grade had just started, and she would not get sick. She could not miss school now. Yes, everything was changing at the same time—new school, new classmates, new house—but change was not bad, necessarily, not if you looked at it like an adventure. And if you pretended you were the sort of person who liked adventures.

“Almost there,” said Mom. “You’re going to love it, I promise.”

“There’s magic in an old house,” said Eliot.

“Of course, there’s work to be done,” said Mom. “Some of the rooms need updating.”

“That’s part of the magic,” said Eliot.

Soon, the five of them were gathered on the sidewalk, squinting up at the three-story structure. In the pictures on the realtor website, the new house was a tall, thin, somewhat wobbly-looking wooden blue-gray Victorian with a spindly porch and a steep roof that seemed like it was designed for a slightly larger house. (Not a cookie cutter house, Eliot had said. This house has character.) Now, though, with the sun blazing directly behind it, the house loomed above them, a tall shadow holding firm against the light.

“It looks like the other houses don’t like it,” Mia said, gesturing up the block where the other houses all stood watching them from a polite distance.

“Maybe it’s just shy,” Mom said.

Mia snorted. Since she’d entered high school a year ago, Violet’s sister communicated largely in sighs, shrugs, and snorts, so Violet had worked hard to understand this new language of noise and gesture.

“Nothing wrong with shy,” Eliot said, winking at Violet. “Come on, let’s go see our new home.”

Violet could feel her heart speeding up a bit. Change is not bad, she reminded herself. Not necessarily. It was elementary school Violet that lived in the little house; middle school Violet lived in a house with character.

And as they walked in, the new house greeted them warmly, its chestnut-brown wooden floors, matching trim, open rooms, and forest-green walls presenting themselves as something familiar, comfortable, welcoming. Violet found herself exhaling, a release.

“What do you think?” Mom whispered to her, clutching her hand.

“It’s . . . nice,” Violet whispered back. Light streamed through the windows as if to affirm her.

Her mom grinned, her hand squeezing Violet’s tight.

Yes, it was nice. And they needed a change desperately. There had been a time when Mia loved being an older sister; three years ago, she’d been excited for Violet to move into her room and had roped her into helping her with all her projects. Violet was a willing, if giggly, assistant, and they sat up late at night scheming. Their mom always had to come in to tell them to keep it down, you’ll wake Owen.

Then, something shifted, and no one had to tell them to be quiet anymore. Mia worked alone. Silence hung thickly over the room like a bad smell, only broken by the occasional Can you do that more quietly? or Don’t touch that. Yes, they needed a bigger house, one that promised them enough space for Mia to have her bad moods by herself so maybe when she saw Violet she didn’t mind her so much. Violet did not love the idea of sleeping in a room all by herself, but surely being alone was better than being an annoyance.

“There are four bedrooms,” Mom reminded them now, motioning up the massive wooden staircase. “Ours is the big one on the right at the top of the stairs. Owen’s will be the one next to ours. There’s another across from the bathroom. The last one is in the attic on the third floor, and it has its own bathroom. I’ll let you girls figure out who wants what room.”

Of course Mia did not hesitate. She ran up the stairs, long legs guaranteeing her the pick of the rooms. Violet could do nothing but follow. It didn’t matter anyway; Mia would certainly want the attic bedroom, which was fine with Violet, who had no desire to be on the top floor of a creaky, old house all by herself.

As Violet got to the top of the wide wooden staircase, Mia glanced into the last bedroom on the second floor, muttered something to herself, and then dashed up the narrow staircase next to it.

When Violet caught up with her, she was standing in the doorway of the attic bedroom, mouth agape. Then Violet saw why.

The rest of the house—as much as she’d seen, anyway—looked like someone had remembered to care for it within the last century. This room, however, had clearly been condemned to the realm of the forgotten. A musty smell hit her all at once, like a malodorous moat. The low, sloped ceiling was all cracked, and the wooden floor was so scratched it looked like it had been attacked by several angry bears. Though the sun was bright outside, shadows seemed to linger in the room, as if condemned there.

But Violet hardly registered any of that; all she could look at was the wallpaper. The pattern on it was a tangled riot of flowers and leaves and vines, swirled together with seemingly no rhythm or sense to it. And the color—maybe once it had been bright yellow, but those days had passed long ago and now it had dulled and faded into something that was somewhere between mustard and vomit, or perhaps the color of an old bruise.

Mia inhaled, shook her head slightly, and then proclaimed declaratively, “Nope.”

Then she headed back down the stairs.

Violet just stood and stared at the hideous wallpaper, dimly aware of the sound of Owen’s feet pattering around downstairs, the adults calling to each other, and of Mia announcing that she would be taking the second-floor bedroom and Violet could have the nineteenth-century sanitorium in the attic.

“Gross,” Violet muttered to herself.

Whatever the room thought about her, it did not say.

She took one more look around, as if maybe there were some redeeming quality hidden in a dusty corner somewhere. As if the cracks might heal and the bear scratches might fade and the wallpaper would resolve itself into something slightly less horrific.

They did not.

So, chewing on her lip, she gently closed the door to her new bedroom and went back downstairs, musty smell still hanging in her nose, blinking away the impression of the wallpaper behind her eyes. What if it stuck there? What if all she could see for the rest of her life was that nauseating, puke-yellow disaster?

Owen ran up past her on the stairs yelling something about his bedroom and elephants. He, at least, seemed pleased. Violet headed to the spot on the first floor where she first saw the house, waiting for it to reach out and greet her again.

Her mother sidled up next to her. “I hear you get the attic room! Do you like it?” Her eyes were shining with excitement, her face fixed in that look she had that said so clearly, Be happy. Please.

“It’s okay.”

Her mom’s eyes dimmed, rounded, took on that soft yes this is hard but we’re in this together look. “I know that the room’s a little . . . dated,” she said. “I’m sorry. I thought for sure Mia would look at it like a project, and you know how creative she is.” She closed her eyes for a moment, clearly hearing her words now that she’d said them. “You can do whatever you want with it, and I promise Eliot will fix it up just as soon as he’s done with the kitchen and our bathroom.” Her mom reached out a hand, placed it on her cheek. Be happy. Please? “Anyway, you’ll have so much privacy. A whole floor to yourself! I’m sure that will be a nice change, right?”

“Right,” Violet said with a nod.

“Good,” her mom continued, a smile spreading across her face. “It will be an adventure.”

After they all drove away—Mia looking at her phone, Owen softly singing to himself, Violet staring out the window, the adults chattering brightly in the front seat—the house settled back into itself. The sun moved behind clouds. The woodwork dulled, the walls faded, the air cooled, and the shadows lengthened and twisted so what once looked familiar now felt quite strange indeed.

But the attic room did not change at all; the wallpaper was as it ever was.

Remember this: The family came as one to see their new house. Most of the house lied, but one room told the truth.

Remember this when you think about who the villain is.
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Two

The Three Peas

The house on Katydid Street had waited this long for a family to live in it; it would wait a little longer. The Eddington-Harts could not move in yet. The sale would not be final until their little house sold, since they needed that money to finance the new house—which made no sense to Violet. Hadn’t they already bought the new house? But she didn’t ask. Generally the answers to these kinds of questions only made things more confusing.

Violet’s parents, too, were happy to wait a little longer. Violet was just starting middle school, after all. They wanted to be thoughtful, give her time to settle in before changing everything again. Even though no one had said that to Violet directly, Violet knew it to be true. But the thought made her skin itch. She did not want to cause problems. She was supposed to be the one who made things easy.

Perhaps that was why she didn’t say anything about the attic room, about how the last thing she wanted was to be all by herself, way up there in that big room. She only had half an ordinary-size room now. Sure, their room was crowded; the shelves were packed with books—half Violet’s, half Mia’s, they each had an allotted amount of bookshelf space, and if they surpassed it, they donated some books to the library—and Violet kept nearly all her earthly goods in plastic bins under her bed, while Mia’s side was filled with towering stacks of storage containers for her endless sewing projects. There was also the computer. It was supposed to be for both of them, but once Violet had knocked over a figurine Mia was using in a stop-motion animation project and Mia had privately forbidden her from ever going near the desk again. Since the computer was on the desk, it made it hard for Violet to use.

Violet lay in bed the night after they saw the house, contemplating their room while Mia worked at that computer. She was used to being crowded. What would it feel like, to be in a place so empty?

She eyed her sister, who was in her usual position—hunched over her computer, giant headphones over her ears. Her long, black hair acted like a protective wall, with purple streaks hanging down like banners. This is Castle Mia. Visitors not welcome.

Still, Violet could not help herself. She sat up, grabbing her stuffed bear for moral support.

It took saying her sister’s name three times for Mia to even hear her. When she did, she whirled around in her desk chair. “What is it?” She nudged back one ear on her headphones, eyeing Violet suspiciously as she did so.

Though Violet had always been the pale one—Mia had once told her that her skin was ecru—somehow over the last year, Mia had cultivated an extreme pallor of her own, or maybe she had absorbed so much light from her computer monitor that her skin itself now gave off an uncanny glow.

“About the new house, I wondered if you might like the attic room better,” she said casually, like you might wonder if someone would prefer pizza or grilled cheese.

Mia’s black eyebrows shot up. “Ew, no thank you.”

“Well,” Violet said, rubbing one of the bear’s ears with her fingers, “it’s just that Mom said that Eliot would fix it up when he had time. And then you’d have the whole floor to yourself. You’d like that.”

She scoffed. “Do you know how much work they have in that house? It’s going to take Eliot forever to get to that room. And I wouldn’t have time to do it until, like, next summer. Also, sorry, but that room creeps me out.”

Violet blinked. “Why?”

“Just, you know”—she flashed her hands in the air—“vibes.”

“What does that mean?”

Mia rolled her eyes. “Vi, I have homework.” She turned back to her computer, which was currently displaying a very Mia-looking sketch of a stegosaurus in a straw hat, striped jacket, and bow tie. This was not homework, unless Mia had convinced some teacher that her magnum opus, Extinction: A Musical, should be her class project.

Violet flopped back on her bed. She should have known; Mia thrived on beautiful things, and ugliness always put her in a bad mood. Really, one week in that room and she’d turn into a literal monster.

So that’s the way things were going to be. For now, Violet could push it all to the back of her mind. She had middle school to think about.

Which was plenty. Everything was so much more than it had been in elementary school: more teachers, more classes, more space, more noise, and most of all, more kids, everywhere—the classrooms, the hallways, the lunchroom, the gym.

More, it was a week into school, and she had barely seen Paige and Ally, who had been her best friends through elementary school. The days of recess on the climbing bars were over now, replaced by twenty-minute lunches, gym locker rooms, and quick dashes from one class to another. And Paige and Ally both did figure skating, so they were busy outside of school a lot.

Phyllis Root Middle School brought together kids from three elementary schools: Lovelace, Erdrich, and of course, Barnhill, where Violet and her friends had gone. For sixth grade, Root divided the incoming class into teams, so the students would mostly have classes with the same group. To the administrators, that meant students from all the area schools would have exciting opportunities to forge new connections. To the students, it meant if you didn’t get into a team with your friends, you were basically doomed.

Paige and Ally had been placed in Team Yellow. Violet was in Team Blue. Team Blue was two-thirds kids she’d never seen before, and even the kids from Barnhill’s faces were ones that, over the summer, seemed to have warped into those of strangers.

And there was the phone thing. Paige and Ally had both gotten phones at the end of fifth grade, as their parents believed phones were essential to surviving the social pressures of middle school, so they only communicated by text. But Violet’s mom had no such interest in her survival, so Violet had only been able to chat with them when she could get on Mia’s computer. They had a group chat going, but also Paige and Ally were constantly texting each other outside of that. She’d hoped when they got their school laptops, she’d be able to text but the school had blocked all messaging because apparently they, too, had no interest in her survival.

Still, they’d been friends for years. They’d find a way. Violet and Ally had been in the same class in first grade. Ally barely spoke a word to anyone for a month, but one day in gym, a freak capture-the-flag accident sent them both to the nurse’s office, and somehow after that they were friends. Then Paige moved to Barnhill in November and, in Paige fashion, immediately decided that the three of them were best friends.

Then came March and COVID, and they weren’t going to school anymore. By April the three girls had somehow become a pod (the three peas, Paige’s dad called them), spending the days in Paige’s family room watching educational videos and doing worksheets while their teacher and the rest of their classmates appeared to them in tiny framed boxes on their computer monitor. In second grade they were all in different classes, with different tiny framed boxes—but their friendship was set. Once a pod, always a pod.

Now even that was about to change. Paige had come back from her annual August cabin trip with a plan: This year, they would expand their friend group. To make it through middle school unscathed, she posited, you needed something like a crew or a squad, and—as it was widely known—three people were just not enough for a crew or a squad. Three girls can be outcasts, she had said. But four or five? That’s a group.

Violet had agreed, of course; it was Paige’s idea, after all. But the thought sat in her head strangely, a poster that hung uncentered on the wall. What would they even talk about? She’d been friends with Paige and Ally for half of her life. They knew each other so well; how would you even begin with someone else?

Yes, it was enough to occupy her thoughts. It was all so big. So at dinner on Sunday, when Eliot asked her to give a report on her first week of middle school, Violet’s brain froze up.

Sunday nights were always for family dinner at the table in their small dining room. They got pizza, Owen played with his crusts, and Mia gave one-word answers when required.

Mia’s monosyllabic interaction was clearly hard on Eliot, so it was generally Violet’s job to answer his questions. She didn’t want Eliot to feel bad.

But now, she had nothing to say. She wasn’t even monosyllabic; she had no syllables. And Eliot and her mom were staring at her so expectantly.

“It’s okay,” Violet said finally, eyes fixed on her pizza.

Eliot’s warm brown eyes settled on her. “It’s a lot, I know.”

Violet nodded. Yes. It was a lot.

Eliot turned to Mia. “What about you? Any tips for your sister for surviving middle school?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Violet saw Mom shake her head very slightly, as if by making her movements really small they would be imperceptible to everyone but the person they were intended for.

Violet shifted in her seat. Something had happened to Mia’s friend group in middle school, some catastrophic event that had remade everything. Violet had been nine at the time, and all she really knew was that the friends Mia had had for years, the ones who came for sleepovers and birthday parties, had suddenly vanished from Mia’s world.

“Yeah,” Mia grumbled, not making eye contact. “Take cover.”

“What about Paige and Ally?” Mom asked Violet. “How are they doing?”

Violet shrugged. “I pretty much didn’t see them all week.”

“Oh, that’s hard,” Mom said. “Well, maybe we could have them over this weekend for pizza or something?”

Violet put her pizza slice down. “Could we have a sleepover?”

The three peas had had dozens of sleepovers over the years but hadn’t had one since June, with Paige away for so much of the summer, first at camp, then at her cabin. And Violet hadn’t hosted one since third grade.

Mom glanced at Eliot. “Well . . . I don’t know.”

“But . . . it will be like one last hurrah in the house? You know, before we move?”

“Yes, but you know we don’t really have the room—”

“We used to have sleepovers here all the time!”

“That was before the baby was born.”

From his booster seat, Owen looked up at her, holding a mangled bit of pizza crust in one hand. “Baby!” he exclaimed.

“That was three years ago,” Violet said. “He’s not a baby anymore.”

At this, Owen looked at her reproachfully, eyes troubled. If he was not a baby, what was he?

Violet gave him a quick wink and he giggled and went back dismembering his dinner. Sometimes, it felt like Owen was the only one who understood her.

“We’ll be quiet after he goes to sleep, I promise,” Violet said. She could hear the urgency in her voice, probably because it felt urgent. They were going to go from a pod to a squad soon. But maybe she could get one last pod night in.

“Oh, just let her,” Mia said, sounding extremely bored by the conversation.

Mom’s eyes went from Mia to Violet. “Well, maybe we could keep Owen up with us for a night.”

“Sure, we’ll have our own sleepover,” Eliot said cheerfully as Owen let out a squeal that morphed into a cough.

“Really?”

“Why, Catie,” Eliot said, “I think our girl might be glowing.”

Mom laughed. “All right, Violet. One last hurrah.”

Now it was Violet’s turn to squeal. “Mia, can I please use your computer?”

Mia scowled. She could not very well say no now. “Fine. For a little bit. But”—her eyes narrowed—“don’t. Touch. Anything.”

Violet ran to their room and sat down at Mia’s desk. It was difficult to use a computer without actually touching it, so all she could do was tread on the keyboard as softly as possible. Fortunately, her message to Paige and Ally was immediately met with a request from Paige to video chat. Both girls were at Paige’s, as they were on Sunday nights after skating competitions, and sure enough, a moment later they popped up on Violet’s screen sporting tight buns, traces of glitter lingering on their cheeks.

“How did it go?” Violet asked.

“I fell out of my Lutz,” Paige said, sounding apocalyptic. Paige was quite pale and had white-blond hair, and when her hair was pulled so tightly against her head, she tended to look vaguely otherworldly.

“She was wonderful otherwise,” Ally added, eyes full of loyalty.

The girls were such contrasts from each other: Paige, short and muscular; Ally, tall and lean; Paige with her whole Snow Queen look; Ally with her light brown skin and cascading dark brown curls. Where Paige was in constant motion, bouncing around rooms like a Superball, Ally tended to sprawl everywhere, long limbs splayed nonsensically. Paige was focused; Ally scattered; and when Paige’s moods got too big for the room around her, somehow Ally always knew how to contain them.

“So,” Paige said, clearly recovered, “how was the house? You saw it Friday, right?”

“It’s okay,” Violet said. “It has . . . character.” She cringed. She sounded like an old person. But no one seemed to care. That was the good thing about having a pod; you could sound like an old person, but no matter what, you were still a pea.

“You have your own room!” Paige exclaimed. “You must be so excited.”

She shrugged. “Well, it’s all the way in the attic away from everyone. And the room is . . . kind of old.”

Paige inhaled excitedly. “We can fix it up! A project!”

“Okay!” Violet said, a grin spreading across her face.

“And maybe you can get a cat finally!” Ally said.

“Maybe.” Paige had one cat, and Ally, two. Her mom had always said they needed more space before she could even think about getting a pet. So maybe when they moved, her mother would think about it? “But,” Violet added, pressing her hands on the desk and leaning forward, “I got my mom to agree to let us have a sleepover this weekend, before we move.”

Ally’s eyes widened. “A last hurrah!” she breathed.

“I’ll see if I still have any Mianimals,” Paige said, bouncing. The last time they’d slept over at Violet’s—the last last hurrah before Owen was born—Mia had sculpted a series of neon clay monsters for the girls. By the time the girls went to bed, the Mianimals had built an entire tropical island society and were planning to branch out into tourism. “And maybe,” Paige added, “we can start our squad plan! I know who I want to ask.”

“Oh,” Violet said. “I don’t think I could convince my mom.” She tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice. It was their last hurrah. You did not invite new people to a last hurrah. “We just don’t have that much room.”

“It’s a sleepover,” Paige said. “How much room do we need?”

“I don’t think my mom is going to see it that way,” Violet said.

“All right,” Paige grumbled. “Anyway, it is a last hurrah, right?”

Violet grinned. It was. They would get dinner from Hello Pizza, they’d have snacks, they’d watch a movie, they’d tell scary stories, and mostly they would talk—Paige fidgeting, Ally sprawling. Maybe later they would find more peas, maybe everything would change, but for now, she was hosting a sleepover with her best friends. And that was enough.
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Three

The Sleepover

So Violet began the week feeling much better about things. She could be with her friends for the first time in ages and hear all about camps and skating and life in Team Yellow. Plus, she could focus on movies and snacks, instead of moving and squads.

This good feeling lasted until Wednesday after school. She and Mia were in their room doing homework when Mom came in, beaming like the sun. “Girls, something exciting happened!”

Mia and Violet exchanged a glance. While they could not agree on much, they knew they tended to have a very different definition of something exciting than their mom.

“Our house sold!” she continued. “But they want to move in right away. So we’re going to move next week!” She grinned at them and then went on, something about the new buyers and their own wonderful luck and all the things that would need to be done in such a short period of time, but don’t worry, they’d get it done and then they’d all be safe and sound in their new house.

“And, Violet,” she added, “I’m so sorry, but we just can’t have Paige and Ally over Friday. We’re so swamped. I’ll make it up to you in the new house, I promise!”

Violet’s heart floated slowly downward, a balloon losing air.

When she broke the news to Paige and Ally, they were undaunted. Paige said she would host, no problem. “And,” she proclaimed, “then we can start our squad plan!”

Paige already had decided on who their new friends were going to be. There were two girls in Team Yellow, Kennedy and Quinn, who Paige and Ally already knew from skating once upon a time, and they had pronounced the girls good squad material.

Violet vaguely knew them from gym class. Kennedy was hard to miss, with her waterfall of dark red curls, like Black Widow had in Iron Man 2. And Quinn was always with her, her long, thick, straight black hair just as striking as Kennedy’s red curls, and while there was probably more that united them than spectacular hair, when you saw them together it seemed like enough.

Really, they seemed okay. Quinn was always smiling and Kennedy laughed a lot. Anyway, Violet trusted Paige’s and Ally’s judgment. She just would have preferred it if they hadn’t made that judgment quite yet.

So on Friday night, Violet escaped the chaos of her soon-to-be former house for what might be the first hurrah of this new friend group.

Over the course of the last week, their house had devolved into chaos. It was now an explosion of stuff, as you’d expect when your parents spent every available moment ransacking their own house. Boy, the criminals sure did a number on this place, the police detectives would say. It’s going to take the people who live here a lifetime to clean up, the poor saps.

Though
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