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			To all the haunted girls.

			Your ghosts don’t define who you are.
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				Dear Reader,

				Like one of the characters you’ll meet in these pages, I’ve always believed that horror can be a vehicle for hope and comfort. She Haunts Me Still travels to dark and shadowed places, but underneath is a reminder that strength and healing can take many different forms. With that, this book deals with themes of suicide and suicidal ideation—topics that are personal to the characters of this story, and to many real people in the world, who deserve to be heard without judgment or stigma. Please take care while reading, and know you aren’t alone.

				All my best,

				De Elizabeth
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					Burial

				
			

			
				Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs;

				Being purged, a fire sparkling in lovers’ eyes;

				Being vexed, a sea nourished with loving tears.

				What is it else? A madness most discreet,

				A choking gall, and a preserving sweet.

				—William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

			

		

	
		
			1

			Secrets are a kind of sickness.

			They can warp cells and hollow out bones, wear through muscles over time. They can chew away organs, turn a person into a husk of themselves, until the shape of their entire being and their ugliest, most poisonous lies are one and the same.

			Mallory Webb has been infected with secrets her whole life, but tonight she’s keeping only one: the silver blade tucked carefully inside her bag, wedged between a tin of mints and her brand-new cell phone.

			She’s ten minutes late but takes her time on the stone steps outside the theater, fingers skimming the railing, relishing the burning September twilight and gentle swish of her favorite black dress against her thighs. The hushed quiet of the lobby greets her as she slinks past dimly lit rehearsal studios and poster-covered walls, twisting through dark corridors until she finds the door she needs. Dressing Room A.

			Arden is likely waiting inside, where they’d agreed to meet before a slew of hopeful first-years descend upon the theater. To most people, the last hour before an audition can feel like a slow, miserable death, but it’s also when Mallory feels most alive. Soon, the walls will be rattling with eager voices, the air thick with sweaty bodies. But right now, the empty building breathes with seductive possibilities, with all the ways she could succeed.

			And all the ways she could fail.

			And not just at tonight’s auditions, but why she’s at Shore College to begin with. The reason no one else can know.

			Mallory swallows that last thought like a pill. Plastering a smile on her face, she shoves the dressing room door open with a hollow clang.

			“Did you bring the knife?”

			Arden doesn’t even turn to ask. She phrases it like one long word—didyoubringtheknife—as she leans toward the bulb-lined mirror. Her highlighted hair is freshly curled, and her gold cross necklace catches the light as she applies coat after coat of mascara.

			Mallory nudges the door shut with her lace-up boot. A mothball cloud washes over her as she drops her bag onto the counter, but she hardly minds the smell. The dressing room is the heart of any theater, where preshow butterflies fly freely and inside jokes are forged. One day, it’ll feel like home.

			“Obviously.”

			“You locked yourself out of our dorm three times this week and lost your phone twice,” Arden says, capping the mascara and looking at Mallory in the mirror. “It’s a fair question.”

			“Not the same thing. I had my keys.” Mallory rummages in her bag for the pocketknife she purchased earlier that day. “Something is wrong with our door—the lock sticks.” She huffs a shock of chestnut hair away from her lip gloss and flips the blade. “Ready to commit a crime?”

			Arden arches a razor-thin brow. “Vandalism is hardly a crime. And besides—we’re not the first ones.”

			Mallory follows her stare to the letters and numbers carved into the makeup counter: the ghosts of theater majors who came before, lingering in the wood, sleeping in silent haunt.

			She and Arden first noticed the carvings during Shore College’s orientation over the summer, skin sticking in sundresses as they wandered the school’s sprawling thousand-acre grounds. The tour took them from the brick dorms of west campus all the way to the white wooden chapel at the eastern border. They peered into academic buildings with old oak tables, climbed the dome-roofed library’s teetering four floors, and finally combed the quiet halls of the theater, where they’d spotted the counter. It was Arden’s idea to add their initials on audition night, seal themselves into the foundation as if to say, We were here, too.

			“You go first,” Arden urges. “I’ll watch the door.”

			Mallory scoots onto the counter, the edge clipping the bare skin above her knit tights, and traces a pair of heart-framed initials. Who were you?

			“We should do this every year,” Arden says, watching Mallory scrape the careful corners of MW. “Make it another ritual.”

			Mallory smiles. Arden and her rituals. It’s been this way since they were kids. Wishes during a November snowfall. Picnics on the final day of school. Commemorating firsts and lasts, moments that might otherwise pass without notice.

			Most people might roll their eyes, but Arden was the first person who made Mallory want to memorialize parts of her life. Everything that came before is best buried, sealed. Forgotten.

			“Are you nervous?” Arden asks, taking the knife.

			“No.” The lie is bitter on Mallory’s tongue. “Are you?”

			“Extremely.” Arden’s blonde-streaked hair spills forward as she bends, scratching out a messy AT next to Mallory’s initials. “I know it’s Shore’s policy to make us complete a show before we officially become theater majors, but an entire Shakespearean play with less than a month of rehearsals? On top of classes? It’s diabolical. But we won’t mess up. We’re gonna get lead roles.”

			“Stop. You’ll jinx it.”

			Arden nudges her. “We’re manifesting, bitch.”

			Mallory fidgets with the brass locket at her neck. Arden doesn’t reel in her hopes; she names them, weaves them with intention into prayer. But Mallory knows better than to let her own thoughts run wild, lest they push her toward an inevitable cliff of disappointment.

			Noticing her expression, Arden presses the knife handle into Mallory’s palm.

			“Fine, I’ll play by your rules. But just know I’m silently conjuring great success for us both.” She slaps the pocket of her denim jacket. “There’s rose quartz in here.”

			Mallory shakes her head and slides off the counter, now engraved with a rough MW + AT, 1999. She thinks of the same letters scratched into the bench outside their old boarding school in New Hampshire, lit up at night by the cigarettes they’d sneak out to smoke after curfew. They’ve been a unit ever since they met in seventh grade, when Mallory was alone in the cafeteria, wrapped in an ill-fitting uniform and sagging knee socks. While other students hadn’t paid any attention to the strange new girl, Arden had. Plucked her from the shadows, as though she were a scrawny kitten in a shelter. From that moment on, it was them against the world.

			By winter that year, their special pact was written on paper, sealed in a folded triangle. Going to the same college, rooming together—it was all part of their agreement, forged beneath a stretch of ivy and brick. Never leave each other behind.

			Arden slings her bag over her arm. “Did you finish the reading for psych?”

			Mallory sighs at the reminder. “Not yet. We could get pizza and work in the lounge.”

			“Perfect. I wasn’t able to eat dinner. Too nervous.”

			“I…” Mallory starts folding the pocketknife. “Do you smell that?”

			“Smell what?”

			“Did you leave your curling iron on?” She eyes the cluttered counters. “I smell smoke.”

			Arden frowns, scanning plastic Caboodles of makeup. “I don’t smell anything.”

			Mallory pauses in the doorway, sniffing again. This time, there’s no mistaking the tangy, ashy scent. It curls under her nostrils in bitter gray tendrils. Smoke, like from a campfire, but with an undertone of something rotten.

			Like skin burning.

			Most people would shrug it off. The theater is an old building with an array of unpleasant odors. Surely there’s an explanation—a failing furnace, perhaps.

			To Mallory, however, the smell means something else.

			It conjures images of the blue house she once called home, a forgotten cottage at the end of a dirt road where she lived for five short years with a mother she can barely remember.

			But there is one memory of her mother that’s crystal clear. The final one, tinged with this exact odor: something burning, something rotting.

			Something more dead than alive.

			Mallory takes another deep breath. Another. Another—

			“Mal— Oh my god, your hand!”

			Arden’s voice is like a burst of cold water, and Mallory snaps her gaze to where she’s still clutching the knife—the knife she didn’t close all the way.

			She’s squeezing the blade like a stress ball, completely unaware she’d sliced open her hand. As if the pain were secondary to the memories threatening to break free.

			“Shit,” Mallory mutters, dropping the blood-slick object with a clatter. Her knees buckle at the sight of her palm slashed down the center, the edges of the wound puffy and raw. She flexes her fingers, and pain follows in a zigzag, crimson trickling toward her wrist.

			She takes another dizzying sniff, but the odor is gone now, like she imagined it altogether.

			“That’s a bad cut.” Concern is woven into Arden’s peach-toned complexion as she peers down the hall. “Let me see if I can find help.” She pauses, waving her hands like she’s directing air traffic. “Hey! Hey, you! Over here!”

			“Arden, what are you doing?” Mallory hisses, cradling her palm.

			“You need stitches,” Arden says before turning toward an approaching dark-haired man. “Are you heading to the first-year auditions for Romeo and Juliet?”

			The tall man fixes them with a curious stare. “Yeah, I’m actually the—”

			“Fantastic,” she barrels on. “Can you tell them Mallory Webb and Arden Thatcher had a medical emergency? I’m taking her to the ER.”

			“No, Arden, wait…” Mallory inhales unevenly. The room tips on its side; dizzying stars float beneath her lashes. “We can’t miss auditions. Are you serious?”

			“Are you?” Arden’s expression turns incredulous. “You need to go to the hospital. They’ll let us audition a different day—they have to.”

			Mallory dares another peek at her injured hand. Her normally creamy skin is flushed purple around the cut, and her palm is throbbing. Deep down, she knows Arden is right, but the idea of being last to audition makes anxiety coil in her stomach.

			She didn’t get this far to miss the most important moment of her college career. She’ll do her monologue bleeding out if she has to.

			“We can go to the ER after,” Mallory says. “I’ll find something to wrap it with in the meantime.”

			“Mal, that’s ridiculous—”

			“What did you say your names were?” the man asks, and Mallory looks up, fully registering his presence.

			He’s wearing a long dark coat with the collar pulled high, the edges skimming the hard lines of his jaw. Black pants. Black boots. The pale slices of his cheekbones gather shadows in the dim light, and Mallory’s mouth suddenly feels like cotton.

			“Mallory Webb,” she answers. “And Arden Thatcher. We’re first-years.”

			He nods, dark green eyes cutting toward the shelves. “Here.” He reaches for a bin of vintage scarves and handkerchiefs. “Use this. To wrap your hand, I mean.”

			“What? Absolutely not.” Disgust blossoms on Arden’s face. “Mal, don’t listen to him. You’ll get sepsis or something.”

			The dark-haired man gives Arden an amused smile as he pulls out a lace-trimmed white handkerchief embroidered with violet flowers. “I’m fairly certain the theater department is obligated to wash these. She’s got to stop the bleeding before she passes out.” He turns to Mallory. “May I?”

			Too lightheaded to argue, Mallory nods. She extends her wounded palm to this stranger, trying not to notice how large his hands are, or the engraved silver rings on his long, bony fingers. But her face flushes anyway as she anticipates what’s sure to be a firm grip, the meticulous way he’ll clean her up, the—

			“I’ll do it,” Arden says suddenly, snatching Mallory’s hand before he can.

			“Wait,” the man protests as Arden plucks the handkerchief, “that’s going to—”

			Arden flattens the cloth into Mallory’s palm, and Mal cries out at the swift sting.

			“Hurt,” he finishes with a sympathetic wince.

			Breathless and dizzy, Mallory holds his gaze over Arden’s shoulder. He’s far too old to be a first-year, but too young to be a professor. She studies his face, trying to recall if she saw him at orientation, and something flips inside her at the inquisitive way he’s staring right back. As if he’s trying to place her, too.

			Arden drops the bloodied handkerchief onto the counter. “I can take it from here,” she clips, snatching a second scarf from the basket. She softens her tone. “Thanks, though.”

			“You seem like a good friend,” he says as Arden winds the cloth around Mallory’s hand. “If she starts to feel weak, or her temperature drops, take her to a hospital.” He returns his attention to Mallory. “No audition is worth hypovolemic shock.”

			Mallory fiddles with her hair, unsure how to tell both this stranger and Arden that she’s been clawing her way toward this moment for years. Tonight isn’t just an audition—it’s the first crucial step in unraveling the knotted pieces of her past.

			Because her mother went to this school.

			Like her mother before. And before. And before.

			If she spends the next four years at Shore College, perhaps she can find answers to the questions that have plagued her for her entire life. What was my mother like? What did she dream about? Who did she hope to become?

			What, exactly, killed her?

			Instead of saying any of that, though, Mallory forces her mouth into another smile.

			“I’m a big girl,” she says, looking right at him. “I can handle a little blood.”
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			Inside the theater, Mallory shakily fills out her audition form with her left hand, trying to ignore the whispers around her. Do you know when the cast list is going up? I can’t believe Winston fucking Hendrix is directing this….

			Somewhere along the line, students nicknamed Shore’s theater “the Crypt,” an apt moniker for a space perpetually bathed in darkness. Endless tiers of metallic scaffolding loom like a space station, while red velvet curtains form the gaping mouth of a cave. Rows of cushioned scarlet chairs flank the stage on three sides, each seat bearing a plaque in memory of a deceased professor or alum.

			Mallory doesn’t have to look to know that the third seat in the thirteenth row holds a constant reminder of the way her past and present are all tangled up.

			In memory of Jasmine Webb, Class of 1977

			She’d first spotted her mother’s plaque during orientation and assumed Aunt Penelope was behind it. Mallory has called Penelope “aunt” her entire life, even though she’s not a relative by blood—just a close family friend, and Mallory’s legal guardian since her mother’s passing. Penelope has always been a human vault, containing countless stories about Mallory’s mother yet keeping most of them locked up. When Mallory asked about the plaque, Penelope denied responsibility. It must’ve been an anonymous donor, she reasoned. Your mother had many friends at school.

			Mallory traces the edges of her locket now. The brass and ruby butterfly is the only item she has left of her mother, and touching it usually comforts her.

			But tonight, there’s only a vague sense of dread, coupled with a question that’s been emerging since that rotten smell permeated her nostrils in the dressing room.

			If something happened to my mother at this school, could it happen to me, too?

			“Good evening, everyone!”

			Professor Golden snaps the room to attention as she steps onstage. One of the youngest faculty members, Ruth Golden is a professor of theater history, Mallory’s advisor, and the head of Shore’s performing arts department. Her name was cemented in every student’s memory during orientation when she positioned herself as a Final Boss of sorts, the matriarchal overlord of everything that happens inside the Crypt. Today, she stands before them in a pressed collared blouse and velvet skirt, her rose-tinted skin and copper hair glowing beneath a triangle of light.

			“It is my great pleasure to welcome another group of prospective theater majors to these renowned halls,” Golden says. “Being a Shore alum myself, it’s an honor to see so many new faces on the cusp of your theatrical careers. As you know, this production will be your official ticket into Shore’s dramatic arts program. Some might find it sadistic to put you through another test after being admitted, but make no mistake: Beyond these walls, the professional theater world is even more rigorous. Cutthroat, even. Only the most persistent endure.”

			Mallory fluffs out her dark brown bangs; her hand is still throbbing.

			“It’s worth remembering,” Golden continues, “that this campus carries an important history. As you’ve surely heard, some of these buildings were once home to innovative medical facilities in the nineteenth century, watching over those who had fallen ill. Typhus. Smallpox. Tuberculosis.” She pauses, feet planted in a perfect pool of silver. “There is a sobering origin to this campus, one that compels us to reflect on the values of life and learning. Today, Shore is a place to think, but decades ago, it was a place to survive.”

			Golden smiles in a way that’s too bright for the dark shape of her words. It reminds Mallory of orientation, when her tour guide dropped macabre pieces of campus lore between tidbits about credit requirements and dining hall hours. Some people believe Shore is one of the most haunted colleges in the country, he’d said while leading their group of first-years between ivy-soaked buildings. That the people who died here never left. If you’re quiet after midnight, you might just see a ghost in the gardens.

			It shouldn’t have been a surprising statement—after all, it’s impossible to live in Rhode Island without hearing legends about haunted cliffs in Newport or witchcraft in Narragansett Bay’s remote islands. But something about the way the guide said it got underneath Mallory’s skin. Like he wasn’t just reciting a rumor but a fact. You might just see a ghost.

			But Mallory learned this truth a long time ago.

			“For this group,” Golden adds, reclaiming Mallory’s attention, “Shore is also a place to perform. To find your light.” She gestures with a delicate hand. “Which is why it’s my honor to formally introduce the director of this production, visiting professor and award-winning artist Winston Hendrix.”

			Everyone turns to look as a tall man hops onto the stage. Mallory has seen him only in photographs, but she recognizes his warm-brown skin, his artfully shaved goatee. When he rattles off his biography, the entire room nods, as though they haven’t been obsessively studying Hendrix’s résumé all summer. Mallory could recite it word for word—his Juilliard training, his impressive credits: King Lear. Angels in America. Othello. Rent.

			“I’m looking forward to getting to know everyone,” Hendrix says. “While I might reside in New York, Rhode Island is one of my favorite places to visit, and Romeo and Juliet has been my dream show for years. And while I love a good modernization, we’re going the traditional route to pay homage to the poetry and core of this tragedy: a love that’s doomed from the first spoken word. Tonight’s going to work like this. Monologues. Cold readings. And then boom. Tomorrow? Cast list. As soon as our student assistant director arrives, we’ll start with your prepared soliloquies. Do the fourth-years ever show up on time for anything?”

			No one answers, unsure whether to laugh.

			As if summoned, the side door flings open, and Winston turns with a relieved smile.

			“Ezra Pierce, as I live and breathe! Thought you were standing us up.”

			Everyone turns in unison, and Mallory’s eyes widen just in time for Arden to slap a hand on her thigh.

			Because they’re staring at the man in the black coat. The one who offered to clean Mallory’s bloodied palm.

			The one who tried to tell them, minutes ago, that he’s their assistant director.

			Mallory tilts her chin down before their eyes have a chance to meet. She shouldn’t have stared at him earlier, shouldn’t have let that lilt creep into her voice when she made that comment about blood. Maybe if she were a normal girl, she could flirt with a handsome stranger, dare to let herself think a shared gaze could be the beginning of something.

			A haunted girl should know better.

			Mallory raises her scarf-wrapped hand to her nose. And somehow, before she inhales, she knows the scent won’t remind her of the dressing room, won’t conjure memories of crisp linen or fresh cotton.

			She knows it will smell like the faintest hint of something burning.

		

	
		
			2

			The next morning, Mallory sits in the health center wearing a pink-and-white medical gown and summons the greatest skill her mother taught her before she died: the language of lying.

			The days they once had together were long and full of make-believe. Their tiny blue house in Shoreview, Rhode Island, was a castle, a moon landing, a dragon’s den. Mallory’s mother worked nights at a bar in Providence, so their afternoons stretched into a singular burst of sunlight, punctuated by colorful fabric spilling from a dress-up trunk. It was just the two of them, no father to intrude on their games. We don’t have to be ourselves today, her mother would say. Who would you like to be instead?

			Mallory’s mother had a treasure trove of fairy tales filed away, plucking a new one like a flower each day. She’d tell Mallory legends of cursed fairies and far-off realms, kindhearted witches and lonely ghosts. Mallory’s favorite was the story Jasmine told most often: about a house on a magical island that granted wishes to visitors lucky enough to find it. Their own house was riddled with playful superstition: unicorn-shaped selenite crystals atop Mallory’s bureau, bundles of herbs scattered in the kitchen. To keep the evil spirits out, her mother would whisper with a wink before setting them aflame.

			It was one long game. Yet sometimes, it seemed like Mallory’s mother believed every word. Reality became so intertwined with fantasy, Mallory wasn’t always sure of the difference, either.

			But when Mallory was four, her world grew darker, and the word pretend changed shape. She learned how to hide beneath blankets and imagine she was inside a stone fortress, protected from the stale, smoldering odor that would fill the walls of the blue house each evening.

			A scent that always meant she was nearby.

			The woman in a white dress, covered in blood.

			Mallory tried to tell Aunt Penelope about it once while her mother was at work, explain that the air in her bedroom would turn tangy, that soon after, she would appear. Crouching behind Mallory’s dollhouse in silence. Peering through the curtains. The woman would never say a word, just stare and stare in that white lace gown with a cherry-red stain over her chest. All while Mallory’s room would seethe with invisible, rotten smoke.

			But Penelope, who never knew how to play pretend, simply ushered her back to bed.

			Mallory’s mother was the only one who ever believed her. Because she could see her, too.

			She’s my ghost, her mother explained once, not yours. The only reason you see her is because you’re small. Some children have a gift that way; they can peer between worlds. Not everyone is special like you.

			Whenever her mother spoke of the ghost, her tone was usually airy. But sometimes, Mallory caught sight of her face when nightfall approached, noticing the apprehension strewn across it. Like she was anticipating the woman’s visit, too. As time went on, Mallory registered all the little ways fear took root in her mother’s body: perpetually torn-up cuticles, the cigarettes she chain-smoked, the way the house was spotless each morning because her mother had frantically cleaned until sunrise. Toward the end, her mother insisted on keeping every light on, even at night. Most of her mother’s friends stopped coming over, and Mallory wondered if she didn’t want them to see her like that.

			To see her afraid.

			Mallory learned that particular lesson the hard way. Learned that when she screamed in pre-K because of the nightmarish woman in the window, other children only became frightened of her. Learned that when she caught wisps of the woman in the bathroom mirror, or felt her hovering on the playground, the best thing to do was nothing at all. How do you tell people something terrifying follows you from place to place?

			That your house isn’t haunted—you are?

			It became so much easier to lie.

			And so, the art of pretending turned into the medicine of lying. It saved her from having to confess that she was different, that she was broken in places other children were not.

			The visits from the blood-soaked woman stopped after her mother died, when Mallory was five. As though Mallory’s mother took all the fear with her in death.

			Even so, the lies stuck, becoming a part of Mallory forever. Everything hurts a little less when you hide inside a world that isn’t yours. It’s an idea Mallory’s clung to for as long as she can remember, going so far as to dedicate her life to theater. I don’t have to be myself today, Mallory still thinks before taking on a new role.

			Or telling a little white lie.

			Like now, for instance, sitting in an exam room in Shore College’s Health and Wellness Center, while a nurse practitioner inspects her injured palm.

			“You said you got this cutting a bagel?” the nurse asks skeptically. Mallory nods.

			Lie, lie, lie.

			“My roommate wanted to take me for stitches, but the bleeding stopped on its own.”

			This, at least, is true. After auditions, she and Arden huddled in the bathroom to peer at the sticky red cut. I still think you should get it looked at, Arden had said. Mallory promised to visit the health center first thing in the morning, hoping Arden would stop asking. But as they lay in their respective beds in their narrow dorm in Fletcher Hall later, Arden’s whisper cut across the room—

			Mal, is everything okay with you?

			Mallory had pretended to be asleep. She found herself longing for their nights at boarding school, when they’d trade pieces of cafeteria gossip between poster-covered walls. At the time, Mallory had been convinced the shadowed part of her life was over.

			But maybe it was just dormant, waiting to be woken back up. That smell in the theater had stirred something loose inside her, excavating the fear she’d felt as a child hiding beneath blankets while that woman lurked in the shadows.

			“That’s a pretty deep laceration,” the nurse says, reaching for a box of gauze. “You sure that’s how you got it?”

			Mallory doesn’t hesitate. “Yep. Clumsy me.”

			The nurse makes a hmm sound but doesn’t push further, and Mallory relaxes with a small sigh of relief.

			“Alright. I’m going to write you a prescription for mupirocin to ward off infection. You can pick it up at Shoreview Pharmacy. You know where that is?”

			“Yeah.” Mallory nods again. “I grew up here. In Shoreview, I mean.”

			“Really?” The creases in the nurse’s face deepen as she winds the gauze around Mallory’s hand. “Young folks around here usually can’t wait to move away.”

			Mallory forces a smile. Maybe she should start saying she’s from Boston, like Arden. It would be easier than admitting she’s a legacy student, which will lead to questions about a family she’d never met.

			Most people wouldn’t understand why Mallory wanted to attend the same school as her mother. Even Aunt Penelope tried to dissuade her from going to Shore. You deserve to design your own future, she’d said. No use stirring up history that will only cause you pain.

			Mallory had wanted to laugh, because lingering questions hurt more than the past ever could. But she also wasn’t sure how to confess the real reason she’d wanted to enroll. During winter break last year, she’d dug through Penelope’s closet in search of some shoes when she noticed a bin of her mother’s old clothes. At the bottom had been a notebook—with the Shore College insignia on the front.

			It was mostly full of lecture notes, and Mallory had nearly cast it aside, until she saw the way her mother’s penmanship had devolved as she flipped through the pages. The way it started out neat in autumn, but by spring was barely legible. As though her mother’s hands had refused to communicate with her brain.

			Like something else had taken over instead.

			The sight reminded Mallory of her mother’s notepad in the blue house. Pages that were full of grocery lists on one side, and nonsensical things that didn’t even look like words on the other. Mallory asked about it once, and her mother responded by throwing the entire pad in the trash.

			When Mallory reached the last page of her mother’s Shore notebook, she’d frozen. There, her mother had drawn a series of squares, like a code.

			Mallory couldn’t explain it, but it was like her mother was whispering to her with those scratchy pen marks. Come find me, she seemed to call. You deserve to know where this all began.

			But it wasn’t like Mallory could say any of this to Aunt Penelope. They argued about college for months, until Shore’s admissions department reached out, offering Mallory a scholarship. A recruiter had seen her boarding school’s senior production of The Crucible, writing that their theater department would be lucky to receive her talent.

			It felt like fate, like the universe had handed her a map. Penelope relented soon after, sending Mallory off to Shore with a cell phone so she could check in over text whenever she wanted.

			“Before you go,” the nurse continues, reclaiming Mallory’s attention, “I want to verify some information on your char—” She frowns at the folder. “Webb, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“Jasmine?”

			Mallory’s chest clenches. “No. That’s my mother. I’m Mallory.”

			“Ahh. That would explain it.” The nurse waves the file. “Didn’t think you were born over forty years ago. If you were, I’d be asking about your night cream. Your mother is a Shore alum?”

			“Was,” Mallory corrects, and the past tense doesn’t even sting as understanding sinks in.

			Her mother’s medical records are here, in this building.

			They’ve been here this whole time.

			“Oh, you poor thing. I’m sorry for your loss.” The nurse’s sneakers squeak as she patters toward the door. “I’ll return this to the office and grab your chart. One moment, please.”

			Alone in the exam room, Mallory peers through the arched window at the tree-lined walkway below, the protruding cupola of the library in the distance. I’m sorry for your loss. Everyone always says that. Like her mother is an object she misplaced, rather than the person who once lit up her world.

			Mallory traces the brass butterfly in the center of her locket, thinking of the small handful of photographs she has of her mother. She tries to imagine her here, at Shore. Seated in the courtyard, brown hair braided down her back. Bundled in a coat, hurrying down the winding path in an evening snowfall. Curled up in one of the oversized leather chairs at the library—

			Before she can stop them, other images wedge their way in. The ones that circle Mallory’s memory like a fly buzzing over rotting meat.

			That cold December morning in the blue house. The stale, unforgiving light that swelled through the gauzy curtains. Her mother’s frozen, unblinking eyes, an unnatural shade of opal.

			And the front of her nightgown, covered in red.

			Just like her mother’s ghost.

			Everything else is a blur—torn-up flesh poking through fabric, blood-soaked bedding, flashing lights outside. The kitchen knife clutched in her mother’s fist. And an EMT’s words forever burned into Mallory’s skull, ones she wasn’t supposed to hear—

			It’s like she was trying to cut out her own heart.

			“Here we are,” the nurse sings, slipping back into the room. “Mallory Webb. Date of birth March 16, 1980?”

			Mallory swallows. “That’s me.”

			“Can you confirm everything is correct? Protocol, you understand.”

			“Sure.” Mallory scans her birthday and home address, under Current Prescriptions the clonazepam she takes for anxiety and her birth control pills.

			But in the next section, there’s something out of place.

			Where the rest of the page is formatted in computer font, the space beneath Emergency Contact is filled out in handwritten block letters, each one running into the next. It’s just a first name, one Mallory doesn’t recognize.

			
				LILY

			

			“This isn’t right.” Mallory points. “My emergency contact should be Nancy Thatcher.”

			“Your guardian?” the nurse guesses.

			Mallory shakes her head. “No. My best friend’s mother.”

			Guilt lurches inside her. Aunt Penelope barely blinked when she signed the papers that turned her from family friend into Mallory’s guardian. But that’s where their connection began and ended. A signature. Cold, practical, unflinching.

			It didn’t have to be that way. Penelope could have been the one Mallory confided in when she had her first heartbreak, could have taught her to drive, could have molded a new life with brighter colors. But instead, she’d shipped her off to a boarding school tucked between snowy mountains, where Arden became her family instead. Even during vacations, Mallory found herself at the Thatchers’ Boston brownstone more than Penelope’s house in Shoreview, folding herself into Arden’s shiny world. Brunches on Newbury Street, Sunday mornings at church in the South End. Always feeling slightly out of place, hoping no one else would notice.

			The nurse hands Mallory a pen, and she crosses out LILY, jotting Arden’s mom’s name. But those four letters seem to stare beneath the scribbles, demanding to be seen.

			Mallory snaps the folder shut. “Here you go.”

			“I’ll let you get dressed,” the nurse replies. “I’ll have a prescription slip for you up front.”

			Nodding, Mallory slides off the table. She removes the medical gown, tugging on her black blouse and pleated maroon skirt. With a quick fluff of her bangs, she grabs her bag and slips into the hall.

			But instead of turning toward the lobby, Mallory casts a careful glance down the shadowed corridor. Her thoughts hum with the idea that’s been taking hold since the nurse called her by her mother’s name. An idea so unlike her normal self it makes her heart beat wildly in her chest.

			She came to this school to act—that’s not a lie. But she also came to find out what happened to her mother. A mother who left behind a butterfly necklace and a messy notebook—and so many questions.

			Answers could be right here.

			Before she can talk herself out of it, Mallory spins on her heel and slinks toward the door marked Records.
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			The storage room is covered in dust, and Mallory instantly chokes back a cough. She gropes for the light, locking the door behind her.

			Gaze whirling, she races from cabinet to cabinet, yanking drawers until she finds her mother’s graduation year. Her black-painted nails fly over weathered plastic tabs, letters blurring. Wallace, Watson, Weaver, Webb.

			Mallory snatches her mother’s file without another thought. The first few pages contain vaccination records and a checklist of family medical conditions. Under Surgeries, there’s the tonsillectomy Jasmine had when she was six, a broken ankle at seventeen. Mallory flips and flips, looking for anything that could offer a glimmer of what her mother’s life was like.

			And then she reaches the section she needs.

			Shore College Health and Wellness Center: Visit Reports.

			Mallory knows someone could open the door at any moment, but she’s never been this close to something concrete before. She sinks to the floor, reading frantically. A flu shot. Sprained wrist. Strep throat.

			And then something that makes her freeze.

			Jasmine came in with symptoms of severe headache, nausea, and phantosmia. Referral given: Ariana Heigl, MD, neurologist.

			Mallory’s head snaps up. Phantosmia. Imaginary smells.

			Like, she can’t help but think, something burning.

			Something rotting.

			Just like the odor from last night, and at the blue house.

			Mallory shoves the folder into her bag and jumps to her feet, right as her nose tickles. She swipes it—and startles at the wet smear of dirt she finds on her hand.

			“What the fuck?” She digs in her bag for a tissue, blowing into it. More dirt, this time tinged with drops of blood.

			Concern takes over as she rubs her nose again. Glancing at her watch, Mallory buries the dirty tissue in her pocket and flies from the room. Fifteen minutes until theater history, barely enough time to run to her dorm and call this neurologist. She could take a shortcut through the hedge maze to the theater and—

			Mallory halts, attention catching on the tall figure in the lobby. A man in a long dark coat, clipboard in hand, pen poised in the air as he stares in her direction.

			The assistant director. Ezra.

			The bio he recited at auditions echoes in her head. Ezra Pierce. Born and raised in Providence. Started as an acting major before leveling up. Previously attended Grey University. Was on track to graduate last year but needed a change.

			Everyone seemed impressed, but Mallory had only felt confused. Grey University is one of the best schools in Rhode Island, if not the entire country. Practically an Ivy, especially for theater.

			Everyone tries to transfer in. No one would transfer out.

			Pink flooding her cheeks, Mallory stalks past Ezra to snatch her prescription slip, waving an awkward goodbye to the receptionist. She gulps at the foggy September air as she hurries outside. Laughter drifts toward her, and Mallory traces it to a trio of students on a dirt path a few feet ahead. The walkway splits in front of the health center, turning one way toward the underclassmen dorms, the other toward the library. A wide stretch of brick looms to the north—Vaughn Row, a series of interconnected buildings with classrooms and faculty offices, peppered on either side by two raven statues. There are supposedly seven ravens on campus, Mallory recalls her tour guide saying at orientation, symbolizing death and wisdom. They honor Shore’s past as a sanitarium, and its future as an institution of learning. It’s tradition to try to find them all before graduation, but no one ever has.

			Mallory starts down the path but only makes it three steps before Ezra’s voice cuts through the crisp afternoon breeze.

			“I didn’t know students were allowed in the health records office.”

			Mallory flings a startled glance over her shoulder. “I took a wrong turn.”

			“Really. So that’s not a medical folder in your bag?”

			She halts, boots skidding in wet leaves as she looks at her half-open bag to find her mother’s records peeking out. Her lungs suddenly feel too tight, ballooning with the distinct claustrophobia of being caught in a lie.

			Mallory turns, silently scrambling for an explanation. As Ezra descends the stone steps, she can’t help but notice his height, the way he has nearly a foot on her, even in her boots, making him at least six foot five. His rings catch the glare from the sun, illuminating the symbols on each. Sharp angles and curves, dashes and lines.

			“It’s information that belongs to me,” Mallory finally says, meeting his eyes. Jewel-toned green in the ashy daylight. “I’ll put it back when I’m done.”

			Ezra seems to consider this.

			“If it’s yours,” he replies, “maybe you should keep it.”

			Surprise flickers through her, but before she can respond, he nods at her bandaged hand.

			“How is it, by the way?”

			“What?” Mallory blinks at the sudden change in topic. “Oh. It’s fine.”

			“Is that a lie, too?”

			She bristles. “Excuse me?”

			“You told that nurse you cut your hand in the dining hall,” Ezra says, pointing. “A bagel wound. Right?”

			Mallory narrows her eyes. “How could you possibly know that?”

			“I’m obviously stalking you,” he says, and Mallory’s stomach flips. Ezra’s lips twitch in an amused smirk. “Kidding. I overheard the nurse talking to the receptionist about your prescription.”

			Mallory exhales between her teeth. “So much for HIPAA.” She glances at her watch. Ten minutes until theater history. She needs to call that doctor.

			“In all seriousness, though,” Ezra continues, “why did you lie?”

			For a brief, nonsensical moment, Mallory contemplates giving the real answer. Because if I told her what really happened, I’d have to explain why I was distracted enough to stab my own hand. That I think something happened to my mom at this school and the same thing could happen to me.

			But instead of saying any of that, Mallory forces a shrug. “It was an easier explanation than the truth.”

			Ezra holds her stare, as though debating whether to ask the next logical question: And what is the truth, exactly?

			“I really need to go,” she adds, turning.

			“Wait,” Ezra calls before she can leave. “Just so you know—I’m good at keeping secrets. I won’t tell.”

			She looks back at him, unsure what they’re even talking about now. The folder? Her hand? This entire conversation? “Thank you,” she replies carefully.

			Ezra gestures to her bandage. “But if that gets worse, you should really quit lying about it. It looked painful.”

			Mallory nods, instinctively cradling her palm against her chest. Ezra’s stare follows, and she can’t be sure if his eyes are lingering on the bloodstained gauze or the dip of her blouse. An unexpected warmth blossoms inside her, and she tugs on a swell of chestnut hair to hide the blush creeping into her cheeks.

			“I should get back in there,” Ezra says abruptly. As if realizing she caught him staring. “Chronic migraines. Needed an appointment for medication—sorry, you didn’t ask.” He starts for the health center but pauses with one boot on the steps. “By the way—cast list went up. Congrats, Jules.”

			“What?” Mallory scrunches her nose. “That’s not my name—oh. Oh.”

			Jules. Juliet.

			The lead? She got the lead role? How? Her audition wasn’t the best—she knows she could have performed better if her hand hadn’t hurt so much. Still, a sugary grin cascades across Mallory’s face, and she holds on to the feeling. It reminds her of casting day in high school, how everyone would gather around the drama teacher’s door waiting for The List. There would always be that moment of suspended hope as she scanned for her name, and when she’d finally spot it, everything else would become quiet. It’s why she fell in love with theater in the first place: the way she can slip inside a world that isn’t her own, like an escape, a drug. A lifeline.

			“See you at the read-through tomorrow.” Ezra gestures toward her bag. “You should probably hide that before you go to class.”

			He disappears into the health center, and his words drag her back to reality. She looks at her watch again. Shit.

			Mallory shoves the folder farther into her bag and breaks out into a run for the theater. Her mother’s medical history will have to wait until tomorrow.

			On the heels of that thought, her chest clinches with a distinct and palpable fear.

			What if tomorrow is already too late?
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			That night, Mallory dreams of smoke.

			Distantly aware that she’s asleep, she examines her surroundings: blackened, starless sky. Thick smattering of evergreens on all sides. A crackling bonfire a few feet away.

			A forest in the middle of the night.

			This is the same nightmare she used to have when she was small. Another thing that stopped after her mother died, like the visits from that terrifying woman.

			Mallory inches closer, flinching at the squelch of mud beneath her bare feet. An acrid burning smell invades her nostrils as she ducks beneath distended branches. A circle of cloaked figures flickers ahead, like fuzzy static. There are about a dozen of them, huddled around the fire, wearing dark velvet capes and black masks with elongated beaks.

			Making them look like a flock of ravens.

			In the past, she’d always wake at this moment, jolted into a cold sweat by everything she didn’t understand. But now, curiosity outweighs her fear, and she approaches the small crowd to see what they’re looking at.

			An altar of three engraved stones, displaying a wet, pulsating heart.

			It’s like she was trying to cut out her own heart.

			Mallory leans against a tree, hand pressed to her mouth to hold back a swell of bile. Wake up, she silently commands herself. Wake the fuck up—

			“Mallory,” whispers a childlike voice. “Don’t be afraid.”

			She whirls. Déjà vu flattens her stomach, and her mouth forms a name she hasn’t uttered in over a decade.

			“Kiki…?”

			Mallory hasn’t seen her since moving in with Aunt Penelope, but it’s her: Kiki, the girl who lived next door to the blue house. Kiki, the girl with golden pigtails Mallory used to trade secrets with beneath the willowy stretch of her tree house. Kiki, her very first friend.

			“Kiki, wait,” she calls as the young girl starts for the fire. “Don’t go over there!”

			“It’s okay.” Kiki points. “She’ll protect us.”

			“Who?” Mallory squints through the smoke. “What are you talking about?”

			Kiki’s amber-colored eyes glimmer. “Her name,” she whispers, “is Lily.”

			“Mallory Eleanor Webb!”

			Mallory opens her eyes at Arden’s loud voice and winces at the blaze of light streaming into the dorm. Gauzy curtains are thrown wide on either side of the arched windows, and Mallory shields her face as she sits up.

			“Close those, will you?” Mallory mutters, chestnut hair pooling around her shoulders. “Why are you screaming first thing in the morning?”

			“It’s almost noon.” Arden tosses jeans and a sweater at her. “You missed scene study. I’m here to drag your ass out of bed so you don’t miss advisory, too. You’re welcome, by the way.”

			“What?” Mallory says, fully awake now. She reaches for her alarm clock and frowns at the frozen 3:33 that stares back. “Shit.”

			She drops the broken clock with a clatter and peels off her oversized T-shirt, tugging on fresh clothes. When she looks back at Arden, it’s to find her peering oddly.

			“Did you do some painting after we all hung out?”

			Mallory frowns, confused. They spent yesterday evening smoking clove cigarettes in the twinkling courtyard tucked between a cluster of dormitory halls: Corwin, Denitt, Tillinghast, and Fletcher. All four brick buildings are punctuated with trellises of ivy and wrought iron gates, though Fletcher, where Mallory and Arden live, is arguably the biggest, with newly renovated rooms.

			At some point, they were joined by two other theater majors, Rafael Marques and Jessica Yun, who arrived bearing a six-pack and excitement over the cast list. Guess we’re going to have to get to know each other really well, Raf had joked to Mallory after announcing he’d be playing Romeo.

			She’d gone to bed first, telling the others she had to get up early to study for an art history exam, when really, she intended to look up that neurologist from her mother’s records. Memory of the plan comes flooding back now, and Mallory jumps to her feet.

			“Painting? I don’t know what you mean. Arden, I need to make a call, and it’s kind of private. Do you mind…?”

			She trails off, noticing her hand. One side is smudged black, as though she’d dipped it in wet paint.

			“That’s why I asked,” Arden says, following her stare. “What is that?”

			“I don’t know.” Mallory rubs it with her bandaged hand, wincing at the slice of pain. But it’s useless; the mark lingers like a shadow.

			“Mal,” Arden asks softly, “are you alright?”

			Arden’s tone wraps Mallory in a familiar warmth, reminding her of all the times they’ve taken care of each other. How Arden checked on her between classes the entire week she had the flu in tenth grade. The way Mallory snuck a bottle of wine into their dorm last year when Arden’s then-boyfriend kissed another girl at homecoming.

			Mallory summons a smile. “I’m fine. Thanks for waking me.”

			“ ’Course.”

			She glances at her desk, swallowing yet more guilt. “I really do need to make that—”

			“Call. Right.” Arden grabs her bag. “Coffee later?”

			“Definitely.”

			Mallory watches Arden leave, the door clicking behind her. In the quiet, the remnants of her dream wash over her, carrying a flood of nostalgia. Kiki appeared in her subconscious the exact way Mallory remembers her—frozen at five years old. Limbs kissed with plum bruises, a blue teddy bear in the crook of her arm. Mallory’s mother and Kiki’s mother were best friends, too, and the four of them spent so much time together—dinners, holidays, vacations—they might as well have lived in a world of their own.

			But after Mallory’s mother died, Kiki’s mom wouldn’t let them play together anymore, as though death was contagious and Mallory was irreversibly infected.

			She never even got to say goodbye.

			Pushing the thought away, Mallory turns to the drawer where she’d hidden her mother’s records. She retrieves them, flipping to the health center visits.

			And sucks in a raw, confused gasp.

			Nothing is legible. Instead, there’s one word written over and over, letters rushing together, consuming the careful cursive underneath.

			
				HURT

			

			“What…?” Mallory thumbs through the pages. Everything is covered in ink. All the notes, gone. That neurologist’s name and phone number, gone. All replaced with HURT HURT HURT HURT HURT HURT HURT HU—

			“What the fuck?” She pushes both hands through her hair. “What the fuck? Wh—?”

			She stops, catching sight of the uncapped black marker on her desk.

			Her gaze slams to her hands. To the smudges on the sides.

			“No. No, I didn’t do this. When would I have—”

			The room swims as Mallory thinks of her mother’s notebook from Shore, that pad of lists in the blue house, the way her handwriting deteriorated into chaos over time. As though she wasn’t in control of what she was writing.

			As if something else was.

			Panicked fear overtakes her, and Mallory shoves the papers into the folder, stuffing the entire thing in her desk. Bloody hearts. Lily. Kiki. Hurt.

			She wishes she could talk to her mother. You’re stronger than any ghost, her mother used to say. You exist in this world. You get to claim it for yourself.

			Mallory drops to her bed, nonsensical questions racing through her. Do ghosts bide their time? Can a haunting return like a cancer?

			She considers the idea of a patient spirit, satiated for more than a decade after driving one woman to her death. A wraith sleeping in the shadows, laughing maniacally as Mallory tried for years to assemble a ruse of normalcy.

			Waiting for her time to run out. For it to be her turn.

			Perhaps Shore was never going to offer answers about her mother.

			Maybe Shore was always going to be her own reckoning.
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			At the read-through that evening, Mallory’s head is swimming with too many thoughts.

			She sits between Arden and Raf at the table set up on the stage, barely able to concentrate. She rubs at her hand; the ink remains a stubborn stain.

			“Juliet.” Hendrix’s voice cuts across the room. “It’s your line.”

			“Sorry.” Mallory flips pages, an embarrassed blush warming her cheeks. “What scene?”

			Raf leans over, pointing. On the periphery of Mallory’s vision, she notices Ezra straighten in his chair, his focus solely on her.

			“One five,” Hendrix answers. “Romeo and Juliet’s tragic meet-cute—and perhaps your biggest challenge as actors. To convince an entire room not only that love at first sight exists but also that two people can cross paths and inherently know this is someone I would die for.” He gestures with his script. “This scene should be imbued with attraction, but it’s also a catalyst—death is set into motion from this moment on.”

			The rest of the read-through passes in fits and starts. Mallory loses her place dozens of times, and by the end of the three-hour rehearsal, her palms are slick with sweat. This isn’t her. Last year, when she played Abigail in The Crucible, she had her lines memorized in a week. She always dives headfirst into roles, whispering scripted words while doing her makeup in the morning, silently running them again while falling asleep. She’s not sure who this pathetic person is tonight, but she’s suddenly desperate to leave before Hendrix can pull her aside and say he’s made a grave error in casting her. But as she’s tugging on her coat, a voice drifts into the theater.

			“Can I please see Romeo and Juliet and their understudies?”

			Mallory looks toward an upperclassman girl with pink hair standing between the curtains. Christina Garcia. Senior design major and head of costumes.

			“Juliet’s understudy isn’t here tonight,” Ezra offers from the other side of the stage. “Her name’s Saskia Garin. She’s starting the semester late.”

			“How’d she audition, then?” Arden mutters, and Mallory narrows her eyes.

			“Good question.”

			“Gotcha.” Christina makes a note on the clipboard she’s carrying. “Well, can the rest of you follow me? I want to take some initial measurements.”

			“See you at home,” Arden says, and Mallory offers her a small smile.

			Home, she thinks bitterly before she can stop herself. The word slips easily from Arden’s mouth because she’s never had to question what it means. A temporary room with temporary walls can be “home” to Arden, since she’s always had a real one to return to.

			Remorse immediately floods her. Arden has been nothing but generous to Mallory for the past six years. Asking her parents to rent a summer cottage on the Cape big enough for Mallory to join, teaching her the words to prayers in church when she didn’t know what to say. Whatever Arden considers to be home, she’s always made Mallory a part of it.

			Swallowing lingering guilt, Mallory trails Raf and his understudy—a boy named Lucas—toward the back hall.

			“You doing alright, Mal?” Raf asks. “You seemed out of it during the read-through.”

			“I didn’t get enough sleep,” she answers, even though it’s the opposite of the truth.

			“Well, start tanking up,” Christina advises, stretching the tape measurer along Raf’s torso, “ ’cause the first-year show is intense. An entire five-act Shakespearean tragedy in less than a month? We’re all going to be more coffee than blood by the end of this.”

			“No kidding,” Raf says, holding his golden-toned arms wide. “Hey, what do you think Hendrix would say if I told him that in my head, Romeo has definitely hooked up with Mercutio?”

			Christina cracks a laugh. “I think he’d probably agree with you.”

			“I mean, we need a bisexual Shakespearean hero, right?”

			“I’m pretty sure we already have Hamlet,” Lucas pipes in, and Mallory offers a smile.

			She contemplates what it would feel like to reply, My version of Juliet might not be straight, either, but instead picks at her nails. She hasn’t figured out the right name for that part of herself yet.

			Raf and Lucas dissolve into a side conversation as Christina turns to Mallory.

			“You’re quiet,” she says bluntly, winding the tape measure around Mallory’s hips. “Not like most acting majors.”

			Mallory shrugs. “It just takes me a bit to feel comfortable in a group.”

			Christina shoots her a glance. “Fair enough. While I have you, Juliet, do you mind coming to the costume dungeon with me? I found the prettiest vintage dress for the wedding scene—just want to see if it needs adjustments.”

			“The costume dungeon?” Mallory echoes as Christina loops the tape around the crown of her head.

			“Basement,” she clarifies. “We just call it that because, well. You’ll see.”

			“Want us to wait?” Raf asks, and Mallory shakes her head.

			“It’s okay,” she replies, waving them off.

			Christina hooks the tape measure around her wrist and motions for Mallory to follow. As they descend the spiral stairwell at the end of the hall, the air seems to grow colder, their surroundings thick and quiet.

			“Why does Shore keep costumes in the basement?” Christina mutters to herself. “ ’Cause they secretly hate us! If there’s one thing that’s known to be great for delicate fabric, it’s extreme temperatures.”

			Mallory cracks
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