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The letter arrived edged in black, though no one in the Wren family had yet troubled herself to cry.

I knew that before I broke the seal. It was like that sometimes.

Grief leaves evidence. It trembles through hurried handwriting. It blurs ink where tears fall and presses small dents into paper where a person has gripped the pen too tightly. A death notice written by someone who loved the deceased never arrives neatly. It carries the weight of the heart.

Miss Wren’s letter was immaculate.

Mrs. Inez Pike,

Your presence is requested at Wren House on the evening of October seventeenth. Mr. Thaddeus Wren has died, and the family requires a woman of discretion to perform the customary lamentation from sundown until sunrise.

Transportation will be provided. Payment of one hundred dollars will be made upon completion.

You must come alone.

The final sentence had been underlined twice. I frowned at it and sighed. I read the letter again while rain tapped against the windows of my rented room above Bell’s Millinery.

The October evening had turned cold enough that the glass clouded whenever I leaned near it. Below me, Harriet Bell was closing her shop, sliding hatboxes into their cabinets and complaining to her niece about the damp. Her voice rang in my ears.

“Black crepe wrinkles if you so much as think about rain.”

I looked at the folded veil lying across my bed.

She was right about that.

For six years, I had earned my living grieving for strangers. It wasn’t the life I chose; it was the life handed to me.

Some called me a professional mourner. Others used the older word, keener, though there was nothing Irish about me except a grandmother I barely remembered and a talent for weeping on command.

Families hired me when pride, shock, or simple exhaustion left them unable to make the proper display. I stood beside coffins. I followed funeral wagons. I pressed handkerchiefs to my mouth and gave voice to sorrow that respectable people preferred to keep trapped behind their teeth. And I did it earnestly and deeply because sorrow was my constant companion.

It was honest work, despite what the preacher at First Baptist had once implied.

The dead deserved to be mourned, even when the living needed help doing it.

I usually received two dollars for a church service and another fifty cents if the cemetery was more than a mile from town. The Dupree family had paid five when old Mr. Dupree died because his second wife wanted the first wife’s relatives to believe she was inconsolable. Until that evening, five dollars was the largest fee I had ever been offered.

Miss Wren was offering one hundred.

I held the paper closer to the lamp and examined the address. Wren House stood nearly twenty miles north of town, beyond the last cotton fields and well into the pine woods. I had heard of it, though I had never been there.

Everyone had heard of Judge Thaddeus Wren.

For thirty years, he had decided who kept his land, who lost his children, and which poor man went to Parchman Prison when a wealthy one required saving. He was crooked, as judges in our county often were.

He had retired from the bench only after a stroke twisted the left side of his face. People said the affliction had made him look more honest.

No one said it had made him kinder.

I set the letter on the washstand and told myself I would decline.

One hundred dollars could purchase a room of my own for more than a year. When had that ever happened?

I began unpinning my hair. One hundred dollars could pay what remained of the doctor’s bill. I pulled the pins free one at a time and placed them in the chipped saucer beside the basin.

One hundred dollars could buy a proper stone for Ruthie.

My hands stopped.

Rain whispered against the roof. Somewhere in the building, a door closed. I stared at my reflection in the little mirror above the washstand and watched the practiced calm disappear from my face.

My daughter had been dead six years and four months. My husband, Samuel, had been dead six years and three days longer than that. The newspapers called the fire an accident caused by a fallen lamp. I called it the moment the world divided into before and after.

Neither of them had a proper grave marker.

The church had buried them beneath a single wooden cross in a corner of Pine Hill Cemetery where the ground stayed wet after every rain. I visited when I could. Each year, I scrubbed moss from the cross and repainted their names, but the wood had begun to soften.

One more winter might finish what grief had started.

I looked back at Miss Wren’s offer.

By nine o’clock, I had written my acceptance letter.

The carriage arrived the following afternoon.

It was finer than anything that had ever stopped outside Bell’s Millinery, black lacquered wood with silver lamps and curtains drawn across both windows. The driver wore a dark coat buttoned to his throat. He did not climb down when I appeared with my traveling case.

Harriet followed me onto the covered walkway, wiping her hands on her apron. She always worried over me. I wasn’t sure whether that comforted me or irritated me.

“You aren’t going in that thing,” she whispered to me.

“It is a carriage, not a coffin. Things could be worse.”

She waved at the driver who tilted his hand but offered no greeting before turning away. “Coffins have friendlier drivers.”

The man’s eyes shifted toward us, but the rest of him remained still.

Harriet lowered her voice. “Where did you say they were taking you?”

“Wren House.” Her fingers closed around my elbow.

I had expected disapproval. Harriet disapproved of travel after dark, drinking before noon, and women who wore red without possessing the complexion to justify it. I had not expected fear.

“Who died?” she asked.

“Judge Wren.”

“Horrible man.” Her gaze moved to the carriage. “Let his own people cry for him.”

“They are paying me very well to save them the trouble, child,” I said with a weak smile.

“Some trouble ought not be saved.”

I almost laughed, but her grip tightened.

“Listen to me, Inez. My mother stitched mourning clothes for that family when I was a girl. They are a strange lot, all of them.”

The driver turned his head. “We should leave, Mrs. Pike.” His voice was flat, neither rude nor polite.

I eased my arm from Harriet’s grasp. “I will be home tomorrow morning.”

She studied my face as if committing it to memory. Then she took a narrow red ribbon from her apron pocket and tied it around the handle of my case.

“For finding your way back,” she said.

“Red is not appropriate for mourning.”

“Neither is disappearing. It’s a bit of luck, Inez.”

The driver placed my case beneath the seat. I climbed into the carriage, and he closed the door before Harriet could offer another warning.

Town vanished behind us sooner than I expected. Brick storefronts gave way to cottages, then tenant cabins, then long fields stripped bare after harvest. Rainwater shone between the furrows. The sky hung low and colorless, flattening the countryside beneath it.

I tried once to speak to the driver through the little panel above the seat.

“How long have you known the Wren family?” He did not answer. I frowned up at him. “Did you hear me?” The panel slid shut.

I sat back and watched the pines gather along the road.

There are silences created by loneliness and silences created by expectation. I had known both. The carriage held the second kind. Even the wheels seemed reluctant to disturb it.

Their rhythm softened as the road narrowed, until I could hear the rain ticking against the roof and the faint metallic click of something beneath my seat.

I bent down.

The sound stopped.

When I straightened, a pale face hovered beyond the rain-streaked window.

I cried out and jerked away.

The face vanished behind the trees.

For several seconds, I sat rigid, one hand pressed against my chest. Then reason returned. A reflection, I told myself. My own face caught in the glass and distorted by rain. I leaned toward the window again.

Nothing followed us except wet road and pine shadow. What in the world was wrong with me?

At five minutes past four, the carriage turned between two brick pillars topped with stone wrens. Both birds had lost their heads. I shuddered at the sight.

The drive beyond them had nearly disappeared beneath weeds. Branches scraped the carriage roof. Moss-draped oaks rose among the pines, their limbs intertwined so thickly that afternoon darkened into dusk.

The main Wren house appeared gradually, one pale column and shuttered window at a time.

It was larger than I had imagined and far less cared for. The central portion stood three stories high, with two long wings stretching into the trees. White paint hung from the siding in curled strips, and vines smothered the eastern gallery.

But the carriage did not turn toward it.

We followed a narrower drive behind the main residence, deeper into the trees. Only when the mansion had disappeared from view did I see the smaller building waiting ahead.

The Mourning House was a low, one-story structure of dark brick with a shallow front gallery and a steep slate roof. Black cloth covered its windows and draped the front door from lintel to step. It was large enough for several rooms, but it had none of the warmth of a home. It looked built for one purpose and abandoned between uses.

Someone had tied black mourning ribbons to every tree surrounding it. There must have been hundreds.

Long bands of black fabric stirred in the wet wind, winding around limbs and trailing through dead grass. For one disorienting moment, they looked like women scattered across the grounds, all bent beneath dark veils.

The carriage finally stopped.

The driver opened my door but did not offer his hand.

“You will be collected after sunrise,” he said.

“You are not staying?”

He looked toward the small building. “No. This is the Mourning House. The family does not keep vigil here.”

“What? What does that mean? What is your name?” He set my case on the ground.

“It won’t matter here. My name will not help you.” He climbed back onto the carriage and snapped the reins. The horses turned so sharply that one wheel cut through the flower bed. Within moments, the silver lamps disappeared among the trees.

I stood alone beneath the headless stone birds.

The front door opened before I reached it.

The woman waiting inside was tall and narrow, dressed in black silk without a trace of crepe. She might have been sixty, though the tightness of her mouth made her seem older.

Diamonds flashed at her throat and ears.

“Mrs. Pike,” she said. It was not a question. “Thank you for accepting my invitation.”

“Miss Wren?”

“Please come inside.” She stepped aside.

Cold air moved across my face as I entered. The foyer smelled of beeswax, lilies, and something faintly medicinal. Every mirror had been covered with white cloth. Portraits crowded the walls, generations of pale Wrens watching from tarnished frames.

No servant had remained behind to take my coat or case. Further evidence of the solitary night before me.

“The family has taken supper at the main house,” Miss Wren said. “A tea tray has been left in the anteroom. No one will return before sunrise.”

“No one?”

“No one.” She turned and walked away, leaving me to follow.

Miss Wren led me through a pair of pocket doors into the front parlor. The coffin rested beneath the chandelier.

Thaddeus Wren lay with
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