

[image: Book cover of ‘White Rabbit, A Novel’ by Abigail Rose-Marie features a house on a cliff set against a background of cracked walls.]




[image: Title page of ‘White Rabbit, A Novel’ by Abigail Rose-Marie published by Union Square and Co., New York.]





This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2026 by Abigail Rose-Marie

Jacket design by Patrick Sullivan

Jacket images by Alamy: Photosampler (wallpaper) and Bridgeman Images: Touchstones Rochdale Art Gallery © 2025 (house), United Archives/Cornelius (cliff)

Jacket © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher, including any use or reproduction for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies. The publisher expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception in accordance with Article 4(3) DSM Directive 2019/790 and any other equivalent legislation in force from time to time or elsewhere.

If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com.

Union Square & Co.

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

unionsquareandco.com

@unionsqandco

First Edition: July 2026

Union Square & Co. is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Union Square & Co. name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Contact your local bookseller or special.markets@hbgusa.com regarding special discounts for bulk purchases. 

Library of Congress Control Number is available upon request.

ISBNs: 978-1-4549-6625-8 (hardcover), 978-1-4549-6626-5 (ebook)

E3-20260512-JV-NF-ORI







For Morgan,

who loves all things blue







One

My name is Penelope Willows, and I live on the cuff of the Massachusetts Bay in the yellow house that the poet Sylvia Plath lived in when she was the same age as I am now. The house is called Octavius, and I live there with my mother, Louie, and an old gray-and-white cat named Monet. I am eleven years old, and I know over four thousand facts and how to spell all the words on the even pages of the Webster Dictionary. I don’t touch the odd pages. They give me the jeebies.

The calendar on the kitchen wall is stuck on January 26. That was the day when Michigan was admitted as the twenty-sixth state in America. Then, one hundred years later, it was the first day of groundbreaking for Disneyland and, forty years after that, the day Bill Clinton said he did not have sexual relations with Monica Lewinsky. It was also the day I went to school and came home to find Dad gone, gone, gone. Now it is July and Octavius is hot and sticky and Disneyland is all big and bright in a place I have never been and Dad is still gone.

Sometimes I think about tearing off the page that says January 26 just so we can move on to January 27, but ripping the pages off the calendar was always Dad’s job and Mom and I have never been any good with change. We rarely move things inside of Octavius, and we never buy things that are new. When Dad and Mom bought the yellow house on the bluff, there were photos hanging on the wall of people we had never met and a china cabinet full of porcelain dolls that sat in the far corner of the dining room. Mom never thought to get rid of what was left behind and still today the cabinet is the first thing you see when you walk through the doorway from the kitchen. It startles some people. Seeing all those shiny heads and open mouths and vacant, glass eyes.

Now that Dad is gone and it’s just Mom and me, Octavius is settling. I feel her at night, softly sighing as she sinks lower, lower, lower into the sandy bluff that holds us above the Atlantic. And so, while the rest of the world presses through the hot summer and into fall, Octavius buries deeper into January 26, the date rooting us further into the dunes, holding us steady against the mid-Atlantic wind.

Today is Tuesday and day 201 since Dad left Octavius and moved to a two-story house in St. Paul, Minnesota. Tuesdays are one of the worst days because Mom is gone from early morning to late afternoon serving people hotcakes and sausages at Pete’s Place, two miles into town and away from Octavius. She always smells like syrup and grease when she comes home in the afternoon. When she is away, I am left alone inside the yellow house on the bluff where I’m supposed to be practicing the quadratic formula and reading about the Boston Massacre until Julian arrives and asks me what I’ve learned. I used to go to the school in town but ever since Dad left, I’ve had a hard time being around people so Mom thought it might be a good idea for me to learn at home and talk with Julian until I feel more comfortable.

On the mornings when Mom is at Pete’s Place, I have a routine. I lie in bed until I hear the front door close and the stomp, stomp, stomp of Mom’s high-top sneakers as she walks down the wooden catwalk toward the old white pickup truck we have parked at the bottom of the hill. Then I rise. Monet stretches his long, nimble limbs and follows me down the stairs. He is a large cat made of fur that feels like the smooth underside of a seashell.

We begin our morning rounds in the kitchen where I check the lock on the door four times to make sure the deadbolt is working right. Open and close, open and close, open and close, open and close. Monet walks along the baseboards, pressing his body against the wall as he searches for the mice and black spiders that sneak into the house each night. I count the logs in the basket next to the wood-burning stove. There should always be twelve. Just in case. And then I count the dishes in the cupboards and the rusted tin cans that Dad keeps on display on the shelf above the sink. There are forty-six glass eyes inside one. No one knows where they came from. In the pantry, I make sure all the soup cans are facing the correct way, with their labels turned to the front, and I refold the cardboard tops of the cereal boxes so the ants can’t get in when they get hungry. Mom doesn’t think about these things, so I have to make sure.

In the dining room, I turn all the porcelain dolls’ heads so they are open-eyed and watching. I peer under the table and inside the drawers of the buffet, just to check that nothing has shifted, and then I walk over the three-steps-up-three-steps-down center of the staircase, and I am in the sitting room with its flowered couch and television that has never been plugged in. Dad says TV is only for people who have no imagination. I tap the wall six times in the spot where the paneling has warped and there is a dark brown stain spread like a ripe rose printed on the wood.

Upstairs, there are four bedrooms. Just one of them has real walls. The others only have wooden planks nailed to beams to separate one space from the other after the plaster was ripped out. When Dad bought Octavius from an old woman whose son died, she was working on refinishing the upstairs of the house when she ran out of money. Dad says this was good because it made the house a STEAL and he could finish up the drywall himself. He never got around to it after he started working at the school and now the walls, like everything else inside Octavius, are stuck on January 26, waiting for Dad to come home and make time start ticking again.

Inside my room, in the spot nearest the iron bedframe’s left shoulder, you can bend down and see through the wooden slats from one room to the next to the next. When I was small, I sat in the corner where the two beams met and peered into Dad’s studio where I would see him, in pieces, moving from one part of the space to the other. I don’t do that anymore. Not since the room at the end of the hall has become OFF LIMITS. Now my dresser sits next to my bed, blocking the open slat so nothing from Dad’s studio can seep out through that room and into mine.

While I do my upstairs rounds, moving in and out of the bathroom and the room where Dad keeps all the stuff Mom calls JUNK, Monet sits in the windowsill and looks out at the sea. It is cloudy today and the water is dark and deep as the whitecaps troll toward the shore. A red flag day. No swimming. My bedroom faces the rocks, and the water stretches far out to the north and to the south and to the west. At night, when the moon is bright and high, I stand at the window and pretend I am on a great boat, riding the white-tipped waves farther and farther out away from the land. It is easy to imagine this, with the wind rocking Octavius from side to side, threatening to unmoor her from the sandy dune that sits nearly a hundred feet above the shore.

Mom’s room looks the same as always and I am pleased. Her bed is made and the twin plants sitting on her armoire stretch down, down, down. This room faces away from the sun and the vines thrive in the darkness. There used to be a photograph of Dad sitting atop the dresser but, after January 26, Mom took the picture away. For five days, I found the photograph stuffed in her sock drawer and put it back where it belonged on the dresser until the sixth day when I looked inside the drawer and it was gone. I haven’t been able to find it again.

Monet mews and bats at my ankles as I stand on the stool beside the bathroom door and reach up to grab ahold of the wooden ladder that latches to the ceiling. When I pull it down, I am careful not to look at the closed door of Dad’s studio. It gives me the jeebies. The ladder groans as it hits the floor and I climb the five rungs that lead up into the attic. This is where Dad’s masks are hung to dry.

Dad makes masks from plaster molds that take two weeks to harden. He shapes the faces in his studio before hanging them in the attic, securing them with fishline that hooks onto the ceiling beams so when you climb into the room you are standing beneath a sea of white faces with no bodies. The day before Dad left, he hung five plaster molds and left them to dry. Now, six months later, the faces are dull and cracked. Thick lines spiderweb across their foreheads and cheekbones and the faces look worn and weathered.

There is a single window in the attic, a triangle of dirty glass wedged in the center of the wall opposite the entryway. The glass broke several years back, and a jagged shard is missing from the bottom corner that allows the ocean air to rush in from the outside. It pushes against the invisible lines and makes the hollow-eyed masks turn slowly from right to left, five white faces searching the room with eyes plastered shut.

This morning, like all the others, I greet the masks. “Hello, Mr. Smit,” I say. “Hello, Mrs. Sorenson. Hello, Emily and Elizabeth Lawrence. Hello, Ms. Boswell.”

Dad makes his molds from real-life models. He often pays a small commission to anyone in town willing to sit in his studio for three hours and let him smooth a layer of plaster over their face. When he got the job as a theater teacher at Winthrop High, Dad made all the masks and costumes for the fall play and spring musical. People came all the way from Boston to see the group of teenagers performing Emerald City, a script Dad wrote about the people who lived in the famous city in Oz. The Winthrop Times even printed an article about it calling Dad a revolutionary who transformed a beloved story into a modern-day social commentary on the working class. The article made the front page.

Most people in Winthrop were happy to help Dad with his masks. He was very well liked in our community. Dad wasn’t born in Massachusetts like I was, but grew up thirty miles from Miami in a small town that boasted about having the most shark attacks in the United States. I have never felt the parts of the ocean where Dad was born but he says that it doesn’t matter, the water still warms and freezes just the same. This was all before Dad left. Now the only people inside Octavius are Mom and me and the ghost of Sylvia Plath who has been following me around ever since Dad moved to St. Paul, Minnesota. The people in town don’t like to talk about Dad anymore. He gives them the jeebies.

“Hello, Penelope,” Mrs. Sorenson greets me. She is always the friendliest. “It’s quite windy today, don’t you think?”

“Yes, Mrs. Sorenson,” I agree. “The sky has many clouds, and the sea is full of whitecaps.”

“No swimming today, Penelope.” Mr. Smit turns to face me. There is a deep crack under his left eye and a chip on the far corner of his chin. In real life, Mr. Smit is the manager of “Surf’s Up,” a tourist shop that sells T-shirts and boogie boards and inflatable alligators that float from the public beaches toward Octavius on the morning after the Fourth of July.

“No swimming today, Mr. Smit,” I say, though I cross my fingers behind my back in case Monet and I decide to go to the water after our visit with Julian.

“No swimming! No swimming!” the Lawrence twins mock as a gust of wind blows through the window and their masks spin in tight circles. A long beam of sunlight races across the floor.

Ms. Boswell, the librarian on Second Street, turns to face me. “Your braids look nice today, Penelope. I see Louie fixed your jumper?”

“No swimming! No swimming!”

“Thank you, Ms. Boswell.” I ignore the Lawrence twins’ incessant twittering. “Yes, Mom fixed the hem yesterday evening.” I speak in my most adult voice while I finger the bottom of my dress. The line is uneven and curved, but all the loose strings have been cut and tucked inside the fold.

Monet mews from down below and I tell the masks that I must be leaving now. I don’t like to spend too long in the attic.

“You be a good girl, Penelope,” says Mr. Smit.

“Goodbye, Penelope!”

“Goodbye, Penelope!”

“Goodbye, Ms. Boswell!” I call out as I step down onto the ladder. When I near the bottom and only my head is left inside the attic, I remember to tell Mrs. Sorenson that the flowers in her window boxes are growing quite nicely, but by the time I open my mouth to call out to her, she has already turned away toward the sun.

The day is ripening and, when I walk outside of Octavius and stand on the front porch to look down through the tunnel of trees that lead into town, I feel giddy. It is a glorious day and only good things happen on glorious days. I am eleven, I tell myself. I am eleven years old and I live in a yellow house on a bluff that overlooks the sea and today is made of gentle waves and glorious sunlight.

The screen door slams behind Monet as he pushes himself outside to the porch. Monet has always been a noisy cat.

“I will go get the mail,” I tell Monet. “We have plenty of time before Julian arrives.”

There is no road that leads to the eight houses on the bluff, only a wood plank trail that weaves up, up, up through the pine trees lining one side of the path. I like to look at them as I walk by. I like to think about the ways the branches reach out toward the homes that gaze out at the sea.

The path is 439 paces to the mailbox, and I try to step on every second wooden plank. Dad says there used to be a long railing that ran alongside the path, but it has since broken down and sunk into the ground. The seagrass grows wild up here on the bluff and the dead leaves and rotted logs and black roots like to pull things under. The path was once made with red bricks, but the brush grew up and around and through the brick so that it disappeared. Now the planks are sinking too and the old wood is so wet and rotted that it feels like walking on a bed of moss.

“The clouds are stuck in the trees today,” I say to Monet. “The clouds are stuck in the trees and the sky is blue, blue, blue.”

Near the end of the hill, at the place where the wooden planks end and the cement sidewalk begins, Monet turns to go into the brush. This isn’t unusual. Monet doesn’t like to be close to town. Inside the mailbox are three white envelopes. None of them are addressed to me and none of them are from Minnesota. It is no matter, I tell myself. Dad is very busy in his studio and knows that I am very busy here learning all there is to learn. Minnesota is a very faraway place after all and the mail can be quite slow and maybe a letter will come tomorrow.

I leave the three envelopes in the mailbox for Mom to bring up when she comes home from Pete’s Place. I am not supposed to leave Octavius while she is away, and I don’t want her to know that I am waiting for a letter from Dad. There are some things that are better kept a secret and I have always been very good at keeping secrets.

When Dad lived here in Octavius and worked at Winthrop High, he always wore a suit to work even when the other teachers wore jeans and khaki pants. I told him it was silly to wear nice clothes when he spent most of his day on the dirty stage running scripts and making set pieces for the fall and spring shows. But Dad didn’t care if his suits got wrinkled and covered in dust and specks of paint. He said that every great man wore a suit to work and didn’t I think he was a great man? Of course, I always answered. I think you are marvelous.

I am halfway back up the hill when Mrs. Thompson calls out from her front porch. “Hello, Penelope!” she yells. Mrs. Thompson is fifty-six years old and knows everything there is to know about everyone in Winthrop. She lives in a white house with a bright red door and burgundy-colored curtains that are kept shut to keep the sun from fading her upholstery. It gives the house a sleepy look, like Monet lying in the sunlight in midafternoon. Mrs. Thompson has three black iron locks on her doors because she has gold and silver and diamonds in her basement that she uses to make jewelry sold in online art shows. Mrs. Thompson doesn’t wear any jewelry herself. She says it’s wrong to put holes in your body when it works just fine the way it is. I tell Mrs. Thompson that it is ironic when she says this and she laughs and laughs.

Today Mrs. Thompson is sitting on her front porch with a woman I have never met. This makes me feel nervous inside. I am not good with strangers. Mrs. Thompson leans forward when she sees me and the rocking chair groans in protest. She is wearing green today and her feet are bare, the same as always. Her feet swell in the summertime, she told me once. It’s all the humidity. I try to be nice to Mrs. Thompson because she used to feed Monet before he wandered up the bluff and started following me around. These days, Monet doesn’t even look at her when we walk by.

The woman sitting with Mrs. Thompson is small and old and wears a jogging suit and a red sweatband around her forehead. She sits in the darker shadows on the porch. I’m not able to see her well from the path, but I know she is watching me. The hairs on the left side of my arm tickle in the same way they do when a storm is coming in from across the sea.

“Hello, Mrs. Thompson,” I say.

Mrs. Thompson leans over the arm of her chair toward the woman sitting beside her. “That’s the daughter of the man who… you know.” Mrs. Thompson’s voice is supposed to be quiet but isn’t quiet at all. I don’t know this woman sitting next to Mrs. Thompson and I’m starting to feel the jeebies crawling on the insides of my wrists. Ever since January 26, people in town talk about Dad in quiet voices and look at me with eyes that are sad and bent. The woman sitting next to Mrs. Thompson shakes her head back and forth and sets down the coffee mug she is holding. I wonder if she is a relative of Mrs. Thompson’s, but I don’t think so because she is fine boned and birdlike and Mrs. Thompson is big and broad with shoulders that slope to the right when she walks.

“How are you doing today, Penelope?” I’m glad Mrs. Thompson doesn’t try to introduce me to the old woman.

“I’m doing fine, Mrs. Thompson,” I answer.

“Is your mother in town this morning?”

“Yes.”

Mrs. Thompson looks at the woman sitting next to her and raises her eyebrows in the way adults sometimes do when they think they know something that you don’t. It makes my feet bounce up and down on the walkway and I look over my shoulder to see if Monet is coming up the path. Mrs. Thompson glances toward Octavius. You can’t see the yellow from here, but I know it’s there waiting for me.

Mrs. Thompson asks me if I am home alone, and I tell her I am. “It is Tuesday,” I say. I ignore the lady I don’t know. “Mom works until the afternoon on Tuesdays, but Julian will be here soon. We are studying the quadratic formula where x is always the unknown.” I like things like this. If point A is where I am in Winthrop, Massachusetts, and point B is where Dad is now which is 1,037 miles from point A, then the unknown x must be a place somewhere in Minnesota and that means that Dad is no longer gone but only seven states from where I am, living in a yellow house on a bluff overlooking the sea.

Mrs. Thompson says something to the other woman that I can’t hear, and they laugh. I want to tell them that it’s not nice to laugh at someone else, but the clouds are back, and long shadows grow across the walkway and touch the tips of my feet and I have to take a step backward to keep my shoes clean.

“I hear your mom got a job over at Benjamin’s.” Mrs. Thompson stands and leans against the front rail of the porch. Her neck cranes forward and she looks up at the sky. “Might rain.”

“No,” I reply because Mrs. Thompson is looking back at me now.

Mrs. Thompson nods like she hasn’t heard me. “Starting next Friday. Someone going to be staying with you?”

Benjamin Franklin’s is one of the oldest shops in Winthrop and sells things like tubes of paint and balls of yarn all lined up along the back wall. There is an aisle full of children’s board games and rows of cards hanging from hooks next to a large bin of stuffed animals. I don’t like to look at them. All those stuffed-full bodies and plastic eyes peering up at the ceiling. In the center of the store is a large glass case full of chocolate truffles and jars of Allan Hot Lips and saltwater taffy and bubble gum cigars. The ghost of Sylvia Plath likes Benjamin Franklin’s best. Last week, when Mom and I stopped in to buy film for her camera, Sylvia stood in front of the glass case and stared so hard at the red and blue and yellow candy wrappers that I wondered if she was going to just sit right down on the dirty carpet and stay in Benjamin Franklin’s instead of haunting the yellow house on the bluff. A young boy came up and dug his sticky hands into a jar of gumdrops, stuffing the purple and green and yellow balls into his mouth before his mom came running over, her face all red and bloated. A purple gumdrop rolled out of his palm and across the floor, stopping just at the edge of Sylvia’s shoe. She stared down at the hard piece of sugar and I felt sad for her.

I want to tell Mrs. Thompson that she is wrong, that Mom isn’t going to work at Benjamin Franklin’s. She works at Pete’s Place on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and she is home by four o’clock smelling like syrup and grease. What you heard must be gossip, I want to say, and gossip is always wrong because people get the facts all mixed up.

“Heard the same thing down at Grant’s,” the woman sitting next to Mrs. Thompson interjects. “Needing the extra money now that he’s gone.”

Mrs. Thompson grunts.

Sometimes, when I am feeling afraid, I put myself inside a two-story house in Minnesota. This house is painted blue and has a purple door that has four perfect square windows sitting in the upper half. There is a picket fence around the front yard and two white window boxes filled with blue and pink and orange flowers that bloom every day of the year. There is a great oak tree out back with a wooden swing hanging from a wide branch. It is always sunny there, in the blue house with a purple front door.

“You go on home now, honey,” Mrs. Thompson says to me. “Those storm clouds are coming in fast.”

I am not scared of the rain, I tell myself as I walk back up toward Octavius, because I am safe and warm in my blue house in Minnesota. I have a room there, with four walls and a pink rug and a ceiling fan for when it gets hot outside.

Monet is sitting on the front steps of Octavius when I get home. The sky is dark and heavy with rain. “I live in Minnesota,” I tell Monet. I live in Minnesota in a blue house with a purple door and a wooden swing that hangs from a tree. I live there, far from the sea and the room with the closed door and the masks hanging from the ceiling in the attic. I live in Minnesota in a blue house with a purple door and January 26 has come and gone and I’m still breathing.

Julian comes at half past noon with two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, a package of Skittles, and a rolled-up map of the world all flattened out. He carries this all in a brown leather satchel that he sets on the dining room table with a loud THUD.

“How are you doing today, Penelope?” Julian asks as he takes out the sandwiches. They are in plastic Ziploc bags, and I want to tell him that this is bad for the environment and that he should use glass storage containers instead, but I keep my mouth shut because I see that Julian has scraped grape jelly on my sandwich instead of strawberry because he knows that I can’t put anything red inside my body.

I tell Julian that I am feeling contemplative today because the skies are darkening, and it is going to rain. “I like to think when it rains,” I explain. I don’t tell Julian that I am bothered by Mrs. Thompson saying that Mom is going to work at Benjamin Franklin’s. Before Julian arrived, I tried to pull the words out of my ears by tugging on the bottoms of my earlobes. My skin turned red, and I had to push my whole head under the faucet until the cold water made me right again. When I stood, I felt all lightheaded and dizzy and the words were still stuck inside me.

“That is good to hear,” Julian says. “I was hoping we could think about some things together.” Julian stretches the map across the table, and I know we are going to finish the game of Risk that we started last week. Julian doesn’t like to use a game board. He says why use a piece of cardboard when you can play on the real thing.

“I thought we could finish up our game today.” Julian is twenty-eight years old, which is just two years younger than Mom, but too old to play so many games. Sometimes, when Julian arrives, he sits right down on the living room floor and starts dealing out a game of Uno or Phase 10 or Slapjack. I tell him that we are supposed to be talking about how to calculate the length of a triangle hypotenuse or to name the primary responsibilities of the legislative branch of American government. Julian shrugs and says we can discuss it while he kicks my butt in Rummy.

I take a bite of my peanut butter and jelly sandwich and think about how many peanuts are used to make one jar of peanut butter. I want to ask Julian if he knows the answer because sometimes Julian knows things that I don’t know, but he is busy setting up green and yellow and blue armies on the world map and the ghost of Sylvia Plath is now sitting on the chair beside him, elbow on table, with her head resting in the palm of her hand.

The ghost of Sylvia Plath loves to watch Julian.

Sometimes it’s hard for me to remember who came first: Julian or Sylvia. They both arrived after Dad left and the calendar on the wall became stuck on January 26. Mom hired Julian after she pulled me out of school because I was having trouble adjusting to Dad moving to the blue house in Minnesota and leaving me here in the yellow house on the bluff. She told the teachers that I just needed a little time, but that I would be back in the fall. I get nervous when she says this, when I have to think about leaving Octavius and going out into the town. Once, I asked Mom if Julian could come to school with me on Tuesdays and Thursdays and she gave me a strange look that I couldn’t understand and told me that I could see Julian once a week after school if I wanted. I didn’t tell her that Julian only worked until four o’clock each day in case it hurt her feelings that she didn’t already know these things.

Julian says that playing Risk is like learning world history. I told him that was silly because I already knew where all the countries were on the map.

I slide onto the chair across from him and study my position. I still hold Africa and South America, but I worry my defenses are too thin. Despite thinking that I should be practicing how to find the square root of 1,037, which is how many miles Dad is from where I am now, I like to play games with Julian. I like that we sit together at the dining room table—me, Julian, and the ghost of Sylvia Plath—and shake dice and shuffle cards that have softened around the edges. This is why I don’t tell Mom that Julian is a terrible tutor. I don’t want her thinking that her money could be better spent with someone else.

“There was never a battle between Brazil and North Africa,” I inform Julian. “They only use their borders for trade.”

Sylvia leans in and smiles when Julian’s dice are higher than mine and he takes two of my armies off Brazil, weakening my defenses. Julian strikes again and she claps. I shoot a glare across the tabletop. When Julian is around, Sylvia turns into a lovestruck teenager.

Julian and I shake dice and battle imaginary wars until it starts to rain outside, and I turn to look at the lines of water trailing down the dirty window frames.

“You seem distracted today,” Julian says when I glance back and see that he has knocked two of my armies off Central America. He is coming down from the North. Once he gets into Venezuela it’s all over for me.

A gust of wind bends Octavius to the right. “Mrs. Thompson told me something that I don’t believe is true,” I confess.

Julian bites the inside of his cheek as he looks over the game board. “Why do you think she would lie to you?” He points to Egypt. I should have expected this. Julian has me surrounded.

The dice rattle in my hand. “Mrs. Thompson said that Mom is going to be working at Benjamin Franklin’s on days when she is not at Pete’s and that can’t be true because on days when Mom is not at Pete’s, she is here with me.”

The dice hit the table and Julian frowns. He switches out a cannon for a set of cavalry and two infantries. “Are you afraid to be home alone?”

The question unsettles me, and I have to stick my hands under my thighs to keep the jeebies from crawling on the insides of my palms. “I will not be home alone.” My voice is adamant. “When Mom is gone, I have Monet and the ghost of Sylvia Plath to keep me company.”

Sylvia raises her eyebrows at me from across the table.

Julian nods like he already knows these things. “Your mom tells me that you used to stay at home every afternoon before your dad came back from work. I’m going to go for Egypt again.”

The dice clatter. Before January 26, Mom worked in the pharmacy developing rolls of film. She liked this job because she was able to develop all her own photos for free when the boss wasn’t around. She didn’t like this job because it was second shift and that meant she wasn’t home until night. Sometimes, on the nights Mom was working, I met Dad at the school and watched the high school theater club practice their lines onstage. More often, however, I walked the seven blocks to the mailboxes at the base of the bluff and waited inside Octavius until Dad came home.

“Penelope.”

The dice fall from my hand. A set of twos.

“Do you remember what you used to do when you were home alone before?” Julian doesn’t know he has won.

I think of the days when I was alone in Octavius, before Dad got home and worked in his studio until dinner. Most days, if my homework was finished, he let me help make the plaster and string the fishline through the hooks in the attic.

The week before Dad left, I decided to make the plaster mold myself so it would be ready when he got home. I sat in Dad’s studio at the end of the hall and pretended I was seeing the room as Dad sees it every time he steps through the door. The space didn’t have a workbench, only an old clawfoot bathtub that had been in the room when Dad and Mom bought the house. It was too heavy to move so Dad slapped a piece of plywood over the top and said it was good enough.

The only thing of real consequence in Dad’s studio was the lifelike statue of a tiger that sat in the far side of the room. It was frozen in midstride with the front left paw slightly raised and its shoulders all hunched up. The cat’s mouth was open, and I liked to press my face close to her ear and growl. When Dad worked, I often climbed on the tiger’s back and wrapped my arms around her thick neck.

That afternoon, when I decided to make the plaster mold myself, I dragged the old metal basin across the dusty floor and measured out two cups of plaster and one of water and mixed them together in the slow, careful way I watched Dad do every day after school. When the mixture was smooth, I added in two tablespoons of glue and mixed that in as well. There was a mask hanging from the ceiling that day. It was broken in half and only the right side of the face was still attached to the fishline.

“Do you know what you’re doing, Penelope?” The broken face turned to the right.

“Yes, I do.” I did not know whose face it was. “Thank you for your concern.”

“I don’t know if your father would like you touching his things.”

It was hot in the studio and my lip was wet with sweat. The plaster was hardening.

“He might get angry, Penelope.”

I looked up at the face I did not know and told it to stop talking. It was distracting me.

“He might get angry, Penelope.”

The plaster was getting too hard to keep stirring. I tried to add more water, but it only settled on the top. It was ruined.

“Penelope.”

The broken mask spun in circles.

“I think he will be mad, Penelope.”

The jeebies were scurrying up my neck, behind my ears. I felt them crawling, crawling, crawling.

“Penelope!”

The wooden spoon felt cool in my hand as I brought it over my head and swung. The right side of the plaster face gaped in surprise before the spoon crashed against the smooth skin and the face went sailing through the air.

I watched it all smash on the ground.

“I’m not afraid to stay home alone,” I say to Julian. “I just don’t know why Mrs. Thompson would lie about Mom getting a new job. Mom works at Pete’s Place every Tuesday and Thursday.”

Julian looks down at the dice. We both know he has won but neither of us moves to take my final armies off the board. The rain is letting up and I am glad. I don’t want to be sitting at this table anymore. I want Julian to go and to come back next week when we can take out a new board and set up new pieces that won’t fall so easily. I am about to say this to Julian when he looks across the table at me and says, “Did I ever tell you that I am deathly afraid of starfish?”

I want to tell him that this is a silly thing to be afraid of because starfish have no blood and no heart and they can live up to thirty-five years, but then Julian chuckles and I’m not sure if he is laughing at me or himself and that makes me nervous.

“It’s irrational, right?” He asks it like a question but he doesn’t let me answer. “I’ve lived by the ocean all my life and I’m still scared to walk by the shore in the morning in case there are starfish stranded on the sand.”

The ghost of Sylvia Plath looks annoyed when she hears this. This makes me happy because it means she loves me best again. Sylvia and I like to walk along the shoreline in the morning and whenever we see a starfish lying in the sand, we always stop to throw it back into the ocean.

“What are you afraid of, Penelope?” Julian asks suddenly.

I look at the armies lying in piles on the table. Blue and yellow and green. “Fear is an unpleasant emotion caused by the belief that someone or something is dangerous,” I recite.

Julian looks at me fully and I know he is waiting for me to say more, but the words are sticky and dense and there is no way to dig them out of my mouth without pulling away a part of me I still need. So I look out the window of Octavius and think about how I am afraid of what is behind the curtain during a performance. I am afraid that Dad moved to the blue house in Minnesota because of something that is too big for me to understand. I am afraid that I will come home one afternoon, and Mom will be gone, gone, gone in a place I cannot go and I will still be in the yellow house on the bluff.

I am afraid the smashed mask is still in pieces on the studio floor.

When Mom gets home from Pete’s Place, she kisses me on the head and hands me a Styrofoam container filled with French toast. There is a Reddi-wip smiley face drawn on top of the bread with two ripe blueberries stuck in the cream for eyes.

“I thought we could have breakfast for dinner tonight.” Mom sits down on the stool next to the stove and unties her apron. At Pete’s Place, all the waitresses have to wear a red apron on top of a yellow-and-white-striped dress to match the sign that hangs over the front door. It says pete’s place in big white letters and spins slowly around and around. I like to watch it when I go visit Mom at work. I like to count how many times the sign spins before someone forces me to move away from the doorway because I am in the way of the customers. Mom never makes me move, which tells me that she understands how important it is for me to watch the sign spin.

I pick at a piece of French toast and watch the syrup slide into the corner of the container. The whipped cream is melting, and the right side of the smile has turned into a lopsided frown.

“How was your afternoon with Julian?” Mom asks as she stretches out her legs and places her bare feet on the chair next to mine. Her toes are painted bright pink and I know that Dad hates that color. I think about telling this to Mom but then I remember what Julian said last week about saying things that could hurt people’s feelings and I don’t want Mom to be sad.

“Julian and I played a game and I lost,” I say.

Mom crosses her ankles and pushes back her brown bangs with the palm of her hand. The hair stays straight up for a minute and then falls back in her eyes. “Well,” she says. “I’m sure you’ll beat him next time.”

“It stormed today.” I set down my fork. “I wanted to go swimming after Julian left, but I did not.”

“Good girl.” Mom pulls a cigarette out from her pocket and sticks it between her lips. She turns on the stove burner and the yellow flame jumps to life. She leans in and inhales. Mom never smoked before Dad left. I asked her once why she started and she said, “Some days, you just need a little help.”

“I saw Mrs. Thompson today.” Mrs. Thompson’s words are still clinging to the buckles on my corduroy jumper. “She was sitting on her porch with an old woman I did not know.” I do not tell Mom what Mrs. Thompson said.

Mom wipes her bangs back from her face again. She looks tired today. “Sister’s in town, I think. Lord knows
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