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			For my family, for always believing in me.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			May 15, 1929... On the train

			“A brand-new diary for a brand-new start.”

			That’s what Mrs. Johnston said to me, standing on the train platform as she pressed this little leather-bound blank journal into my hand. “A gift. For your years of loyalty and service.”

			I didn’t have the heart to tell her the thought of a diary made my stomach turn.

			Mother had a diary. When I was a child, she would spend hours scribbling in it.

			Hours and hours.

			Until the day she went mad.

			No, no, no. I’m not going to think about that now. Especially since with every clack of the train’s wheels, I crept that much closer to the place it all happened. 

			To Hell itself.

			That’s enough. 

			I would never get through the summer if I allowed myself to entertain such fanciful thoughts.

			Besides, didn’t I want to see my little brother again? And Father? It’s been almost five years since I’ve been back. 

			Of course, I wanted to see them.

			Time heals all wounds, after all. Just look at me, writing in this diary right now.

			I almost threw it out after I boarded the train, but something (good manners, most likely), stayed my hand. I stuffed it deep into my bag, vowing to get rid of it one way or another (perhaps give it as a gift?), and turned my attention to my book.

			But, the closer we got to Redemption, the more my thoughts kept straying back to the diary. I could feel my fingers start to itch, suddenly desperate to fill its blank pages with thoughts and feelings.

			Maybe it will help me sort out how I feel about returning to Redemption. Right now, it’s such a jumbled mess in my head. I don’t think it would be smart or prudent to see Father feeling like this.

			Maybe this diary isn’t such a bad thing after all.

			Oh, the train is slowing down. My stop is coming up. I better get my things together. I’ll write again later.

		

	
		
			May 15, 1929 … In the carriage

			Oh, diary. Seeing my father again was worse than I imagined. This whole trip is worse than I imagined, and I’ve only just arrived.

			My father was waiting for me on the platform when I got off the train. At first, I didn’t even recognize him. He had lost weight and his suit (at one time fine, now tattered and worn), hung on him. His face was pale and gaunt, and I could smell the whisky on his breath.

			“Helen,” he said, his voice not exactly greeting. “You’re early.” It sounded like an accusation. He glanced down at his gold, tarnished pocket watch. “Your brother should be here shortly. We’ll wait for him.”

			I nodded, not trusting my voice to speak. 

			As a child, my father had been an imposing figure, strong and handsome. The man who stood in front of me looked like a broken shell—a sad imitation of what my father once was. I didn’t want to see him like that. I wanted nothing to do with the stranger in front of me. Every part of me wanted to flee—to get back on the train and never come back to Redemption ever again.

			Instead, I swallowed hard and forced my thoughts to my little brother. He would be almost a man now. It was hard to picture that; In my head, I still saw the solemn little boy with the big brown eyes that followed me everywhere I went. After Mother had gone mad, I had more or less raised him. Father spent his days working and his nights locked in his study. If it hadn’t been for Cook and Gertrude, I don’t know what would have happened to us.

			I turned to scan for the incoming train and tried to ignore both Father sneaking a drink from the silver flask he hid in his coat and the stares from the crowd. Some people seemed surprised to see us, but others were openly hostile. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw more than a few people whispering to each other, their gloved hands covering their mouths, eyes bright with gossip.

			It was hard to blame them. But that didn’t make it any easier to be the center of their sharp, hungry judgments.

			“I’m here,” a surly voice from behind us said. I turned to see my baby brother, now taller than me, with a sullen expression on his face. His face was thin, all angles, with no hint of the chubby cheeks and baby fat I so loved. But his dark brown eyes, fringed with long lashes, were still the same.

			“Edward,” my father said. “We didn’t see you get off the train.”

			“It’s Henry now,” my brother said. “You know this. I’ve told you.”

			My father’s face darkened. “Your name is Edward Junior. Henry is your middle name.”

			“Henry is the name I go by now,” Henry said. His face mirrored the same stubborn expression I remembered all too well from when he was a child. Inwardly, I sighed. There would be no reasoning with him about his name. I’d best get used to calling him Henry. 

			He focused his attention on me, looking me up and down. “Hello, Helen. It’s good to see you.”

			“Good to see you, too, Henry,” I said, mirroring his flat tone. I tried not to let it hurt that he sounded so cold.

			“Helen? Edward? It’s so good to see you.”

			I turned to see Aunt Esther. She was softer and rounder than I remembered, but her eyes were just like Mother’s. 

			“I had heard you two were coming home today, and I was hoping to greet you.” She shot Father a reproachful look as she leaned closer to kiss my cheek, smelling of lilies and honey. I caught my breath as a wave of homesickness crashed over me. She even smelled like Mother.

			“Esther,” Father said stiffly.

			Esther tipped her head slightly in acknowledgment. I found myself recalling how they barely tolerated each other when Mother was alive and were openly hostile after she was gone.

			“Edward!” Aunt Esther turned to my brother. “You’re a man now.”

			“I go by Henry,” he said, but his tone was much warmer than it had been before. A faint pang of jealousy washed over me. Why hadn’t he greeted me that way?

			“Henry. A fine name. Your great-grandfather was named Henry.” She gave Father another unreadable look before kissing Henry on the cheek.

			“Excuse us, Esther, but we must be on our way,” Father said, taking a quick, final glance at his watch before tucking it back into its pocket.

			“Of course, I’m sure you must be exhausted after your trip.” Aunt Esther smiled at both of us. “Let’s plan a visit soon.”

			“Yes, yes,” Father said hastily, gesturing for us to follow him while pushing Aunt Esther aside. She frowned at him before melting back into the crowd. “Shall we go? The carriage is over here.”

			“Carriage? With horses?” I asked in disbelief. “When did we get horses?”

			“What happened to the car?” Henry asked.

			“Today we have a carriage,” Father said sternly, his tone indicating in no uncertain terms the discussion was closed. “Come along now.” He moved swiftly, leaving Henry and me to struggle with our bags.

			“Here, Helen, let me help,” Henry started to say, but another voice interrupted, as a firm hand took my bag from me.

			“I’ve got it. Hello, Edward.”

			“Henry,” Henry said automatically.

			I looked up to see James smiling down at me. His warm, honey-colored eyes pored over me, making my stomach feel all gooey and sticky. He reached up to push a hunk of dark brown hair off his forehead, which immediately flopped back into place. “Helen, it’s so good to see you.”

			“James,” I acknowledged, ducking my head as a faint blush touched my cheeks. All I could think of was how he used to pull my braids when we were in school together. “It’s nice to see you, too.”

			“Where have you been these past few years?” he asked, his steps matching mine, even though his legs were so much longer, as we followed Henry and my father. A part of me was glad he was there to help deflect some of the speculative looks, even if those looks had intensified with his arrival. “Rumor has it you’ve been working as a governess? In Chicago?”

			“Yes,” I said, keeping my face carefully turned away so as not to look at him. There had been a time, in the not-so-distant past, when the thought of a Blackstone working as a governess would have been unbelievable. But, times have changed. Henry had been sent to school, and I sent to work to help pay for that school.

			“Are you back to stay? Or are you looking for another position?”

			“Neither,” I said. “Henry has just finished school, and my father thought it would be appropriate for me to return for a visit.”

			James’s forehead creased in a slight frown. “Oh, I had heard … well, never mind.”

			I glanced quickly at his face, wondering what he had heard, but his expression was politely blank. I didn’t have a chance to ask, because we had almost reached the carriage.

			I had never seen this carriage before, nor the pair of sturdy plow horses hitched to it. With a sinking heart, I wondered if it was ours. The paint was peeling, a few of the boards were cracked. Clearly, it had seen better days. I had to be careful to not catch my skirt on an exposed nail as I stepped in.

			What was going on?

			As Henry joined my father on top to guide the horses, I was left alone with my thoughts.

			While it was true that Father had struggled with his business ventures after Mother went mad, I had always assumed there was plenty of money, and that Father sending me to work was more of an excuse to get me out of Redemption. 

			Now, I wasn’t so sure.

			I was so busy fretting about our financial situation that I barely registered the scenery outside until a familiar street caught my eye.

			Oh, no. We couldn’t be going back there. Could we?

			I pounded on the side of the carriage and stuck my head out the window. “Father!”

			“What?” His question was brusque, like I was bothering him.

			“Where are we going?”

			“Home.”

			“Home? What are you …”

			“Helen. That’s enough. We’ll talk about it when we arrive.”

			I put my head back into the carriage, stunned into silence.

			We couldn’t possibly be going back there.

			Back to that house.

			The house where mother went mad.

			The carriage is slowing down, I’ll write more later.

		

	
		
			May 15, 1929 … Night

			I can hardly keep my eyes open. I really should be in bed right now, but my thoughts are still swirling around so madly I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to sleep. Maybe if I write down what happened, I’ll finally start to relax.

			Yes, I really am back in the house of my childhood. “The Mad House” is what all the locals called it. Mad Martha’s ghost still haunts it to this day.

			How could he bring us back here? 

			He had promised to sell it.

			He promised!

			Instead, he refused to meet my eyes as he helped me out of the carriage. “Helen, it’s just the way it has to be for now,” he said, cutting off my protests.

			“But … ”

			“Enough,” he said. 

			Silently, I reached up to take my case from him. Once all the bags were off, he swung back into the driver’s seat. 

			“I’ll be back after I return the horses and carriage,” Father said to me. “While I’m gone, you can get supper ready. You’ll need to help out. Gertrude and Cook only come in four days a week now. They’re both too old to be here full time.”

			“When will they be here?” I asked, letting his little lie slide unchallenged. If he was borrowing a carriage and we were still living here, then it wasn’t Cook and Gertrude’s age that kept them from working full time
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