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For Ann Arthur Benedict, my favorite Virginian, and Cleve Benedict, her Prince Charming













From case file 8214.P of the Virginia State Police, Homicide Division. Listing from the records of Powell Company Properties:


OWN A TREASURED PIECE OF HISTORY IN THE TIMELESS FOOTHILLS OF THE BLUE RIDGE MOUNTAINS


Built in 1878 by industrialist Randolph Hasbrouck Bliss as a country retreat, Bliss House is one of seven American homes designed by the prominent black French architect Jean-Paul Hulot. Its serene setting among sixty-two acres of orchards, pastures, and ponds, gracious formal gardens, and rambling woods offers the ultimate in pastoral privacy. A yellow-brick Second Empire gem, Bliss House features 9 original bedrooms, a generous kitchen with butler’s pantry, paneled study, theater, formal dining room, salon, partial cellar, and rooftop storage space, 8 full & 2 half-baths, and central air. Stone patios, mansard roof, nine working fireplaces (including the kitchen), and original cherry moldings throughout are among the many period details. Once an inn, Bliss House also offers six servants’ bedrooms with a separate kitchen, living area, and entrance, plus a detached four-car garage with a second-level apartment.


Located forty-five minutes from Charlottesville and Interstate 64, near historic Old Gate, Virginia, settled in 1744 on the James River. Bliss House invites endless possibilities: spa, inn, private residence, or luxurious business suites.


Attractively priced.













Chapter 1


A Generation Ago


The blindfold kept Allison from seeing, but the chilly air around her smelled sweet and damp. There were flowers nearby—roses, she guessed—and the drip drip drip of water. They might be underground, even in a cave.


How thrilling!


Michael, her lover, stood close, touching her neck, her shoulder. When he touched her breast, she giggled.


He shushed her with a whisper.


Why do we have to be so quiet?


Nothing in her life was ever this quiet. Rattling dishes, noisy customers, the gossip of the restaurant’s kitchen staff filled her days. At night, she listened to records or watched television, hung out at her mother’s house, which echoed with the shouts of her half-brothers and neighborhood kids, or she went dancing in bars near the university. It was only since she’d met Michael that her life had turned quiet. Slower. They never went dancing, and he often brought



takeout when he came to see her in her two-room apartment. He’d told her that making love with her felt like the most important thing he’d ever done. That they didn’t need other people around. And while she thought the notion that their sex was important was kind of silly, she never told him because it might have hurt his feelings.


He helped her sit down on something soft. A bed, perhaps.


Were they in his house? She’d asked him more than once where he lived, but he would only tell her that he lived with his family, not too far away. She sensed that he didn’t have a good relationship with them. Not everyone had a mother like hers, who loved her enough to not get into her business—especially since she’d left home. She knew she was lucky that way.


Tonight, before they left her apartment, he’d told her he had a surprise for her. She’d looked up at him expectantly, hoping they were going somewhere special like the Grange, the big resort hotel a few miles outside Charlottesville. When he’d called to set up their date, he’d told her to put on something pretty, and she’d dug out a ruffled yellow sundress from the back of her closet and tamed her unruly hair as best she could.


“I know this sounds weird, but I need you to ride in the back of the car. On the floor.”


When she told him there was no way she was going to do that, he had asked her to please, do it for him. It wasn’t so much, was it? And didn’t she like surprises?


So she’d found herself on the floor in the back of the Cutlass as they drove through the night, her dress crumpled beneath her, and her long red hair clinging to the picnic blanket he’d laid on the back seat. She’d tried to convince him that she could sit beside him with the blindfold on, or just close her eyes, but they both knew she couldn’t do it, which made them laugh. He kept the blindfold up front with him.


Before they drove away, he put a Boz Scaggs cassette in the stereo, and gave her a vial of coke and the tiny spoon he always carried in his pocket.




“It’s kind of a long drive,” he said. “I want you to enjoy the ride.” His smile didn’t quite reach his brown eyes, which were sometimes hard for her to examine under the shadow of his brow. Even though he was nineteen, a year younger than she, Michael seemed older than a lot of the university guys she met. The difference was in the things that he didn’t do, immature things like getting stupid-drunk, or tearing at her clothes when they made out.


At first she’d tried to guess in what direction they were headed by paying attention to which way the car turned and watching the streetlamps outside the window. But when she opened the coke, she had to concentrate to keep it from falling off the tiny spoon, and quickly lost her orientation.


After the coke, she got antsy—her mother was always telling her not to fidget—and poked her head up to take a quick peek out the window. Because she was only just a hair over five feet tall, she had to shift, getting onto her knees to see anything. But she made too much noise, and Michael admonished her, his voice loud over the music.


“Hey! Don’t look!”


She ducked back down, laughing nervously. He’d never sounded angry with her before.


“You’ll spoil the surprise,” he said. “I just want you to be surprised.”


Chagrined, but still feeling playful, she told him she was sorry, and promised to be a good girl. She hadn’t been able to see a thing outside the window, anyway. The streetlights had disappeared, and she had only seen her own face, pale and curious, staring back at her from the glass.


By the time he stopped the car, the Crosby, Stills, and Nash tape that had replaced Boz Scaggs was nearly over, and she was feeling carsick. The last few minutes of the drive had been slow, down a gravel road, but he still wouldn’t tell her where they were. He bent over the front seat to tie the blindfold for her.




“Hold your hair. Just like that, to the side. I don’t want to hurt you.”


It was more of a command than a request, but at least he was being gentle with her. When they had sex, he was also gentle. But always, when he came, she had a sense that he was holding something back, hiding a part of himself. Was it frustration? Anger? He didn’t like to talk about himself or his feelings. Some guys were like that. And that was okay with her. She had secrets of her own, so she didn’t push or question.


With the blindfold snugly settled, he’d led her away from the car, solicitous about where she walked. She clung to him so she wouldn’t fall. She was high enough, excited enough, that she didn’t ask any questions. If he wanted to play some games, she could stand it. The sex he thought so important was good, even if it was getting a little predictable. If he tried to hit her or hurt her the way that some guys she’d gone out with had, or the coke stopped coming, she would stop seeing him.


The night smelled like the woods, and she could hear peepers and a single distant bullfrog. It was so reminiscent of night on her grandparents’ farm in West Virginia that she felt sad and nostalgic and happy all at once.


She’d been in love, once, in high school, and this felt almost like that. At least when she was high like she was now. Michael—not Mike, never Mike—wasn’t perfect. Sometimes he didn’t call her, then showed up at her door again without warning or apology. Before tonight, she hadn’t heard from him in two weeks. The first week of waiting to hear from him had been painful, and just a couple of days earlier she’d had a bowling date with a guy who worked at the jewelry store next to the restaurant. He’d been bugging her for months, and she was feeling bored and angry with Michael. She hadn’t decided whether to tell Michael about the date, but she’d gone to make him jealous, so she thought she might. Then he’d called her out of the blue like he hadn’t been away at all, and she hadn’t been able to stay mad. Plus, he had her for sure when he pulled out the coke.




Now that she was sitting—wherever they were—he turned her head slightly so he could reach the ties of the blindfold.


“Let’s see how quiet you can be.”


The velvet blindfold fell into Allison’s lap.


Such a strange, unsettling room! Were they in some castle chamber? That was the first impression she had, maybe because of the damp, chilly air. Like so many other little girls, she’d bought into that fairy tale dream of marrying a prince and living in a castle. But this place felt too claustrophobic to be part of a castle, and wasn’t at all romantic. Even the candle flickering in a niche carved into the rough, blank wall seemed to lack warmth. But the adjoining wall was covered by a set of heavy curtains hanging from a thick wooden rod. They were the kind of curtains she’d imagined hanging in a house like Thornfield in the novel Jane Eyre; curtains that would keep out not just the cold, but the creatures that roamed the moors at night. She could make out deer and horses stitched into a black or dark blue field. Without much light beyond a weak, amber bulb in a single electric sconce on the wall, and the candles, it was hard to make out colors. The bedspread on which she sat was a different design, but equally elaborate, and the bedposts were tall, only inches from the ceiling. A high bedside table held a vase with red roses, a simple wooden box, an ashtray, and a tarnished silver candelabrum with lighted candles standing in three of its five arms. A pile of threadbare towels sat on a wooden folding chair pushed up to a table that looked as though it could barely seat two people. The furniture looked to Allison like things out of a museum. Only a covered plastic bucket, a metal cooler in the corner, and the rust-stained pedestal sink looked like they were from the current century.


“This place is weird,” Allison said. “Do you live here?”


Michael got up from the bed and opened the wooden box on the bedside table. Because of his height and the restricted dimensions of the room, he looked like a giant trapped in a walled cage. If he wished, he could easily have pressed his palm against the ceiling.




Pulling out a perfectly rolled joint, he lighted it, took a hit, and handed it to her. She didn’t much like to smoke pot when she was doing coke, but the whole evening had turned surreal, and she was thinking she could use a little help to relax and settle her stomach.


Michael lay down near her, resting his head against her thigh. She’d thought he was handsome, but now she noticed that his nose was just a bit too large for his face, and his chin was too round compared to the sharpness of his nose and the size of his jaw.


Why didn’t I notice that before?


He looked different from how he looked back in her apartment. She shivered. At the last moment before leaving the apartment, she had grabbed a sweater that her grandmother had crocheted for her. But the sweater did nothing to break the chill of the room.


“What do you think of it?” Michael asked.


“It’s . . . I don’t know,” she said. “It’s really cool, I guess.”


A look of disappointment crossed his face. “You don’t like it. I should’ve known you wouldn’t like it.”


“That’s silly. Of course I like it.”


He took the joint and sat up again to flick the ash in the crystal ashtray on the table. He seemed anxious in a way she’d never seen him act before.


“I hoped you would. What about the flowers? You like them, don’t you?”


Allison laughed. “What’s up with you? Why are you being so weird? How come you don’t have a TV in here? Or a phone? You don’t even have a telephone.”


He offered her one last hit off of the joint before he took it back, and crushed its cherry in the ashtray. When it was out he laid it carefully aside.


“You ask a lot of questions,” he said, getting up.


Allison lay back, resting on her elbows. “Are we in your parents’ basement or something?”


“Something like that.” He stood over her.




With a mirthless smile, he lifted her up a few inches, only to drop her again farther back on the bed. She weighed less than 110, and he was at least six feet tall and almost 200 pounds. He often just picked her up and moved her if she was in his way or wanted her somewhere else. It was a dumb jock kind of thing to do, and she had known the dumbest jocks in high school. Sometimes it bugged her the way he treated her like she was some kind of doll, but usually she thought it was pretty funny. And she liked that he wasn’t dumb. In fact, there were times when he said things that made her feel like she wasn’t very smart.


“Hey, don’t be mad, okay?” She held out her arms for him, and smiled. But her smile died when she saw his eyes.


“Why did you turn out to be such a stupid cunt?” he said.


Before she responded, Allison waited just a moment to make sure she’d heard him right. But it wasn’t just his words. He was kneeling over her, and his face, so close to hers, was ugly and distorted.


“What did you just call me?” She shoved at his chest, putting him off-balance for a moment. But he didn’t fall. “Get away!”


“Did you think I wouldn’t know?” He snatched at the skirt of her dress, roughly pulling it up to her waist. “I can smell him on you! I can smell your nasty little cunt already. Ever since you got in my car tonight. You stink like dead fish.”


Allison flushed with embarrassment. Fear.


“He didn’t touch me . . .” was all she could manage. She’d always been a terrible liar. If she’d made out with the other guy, it wasn’t any of his business. Michael had abandoned her like she didn’t even matter.


“Look, you’re not even wearing underwear, like the whore you are. Wanting to make it easy for me. Just like your whore mother. Shitting out those little bastard brothers of yours.”


She tried again to push him away, but he was able to hold her down with one arm as he slid his pants off. Now her terror was



mixed with an angry shame. Her mother’s second husband hadn’t been her husband at all. But nobody knew that, did they? He couldn’t know! And what did it have to do with her?


“What’s wrong with you, Michael? Stop it!”


She screamed as loudly as she could, but Michael didn’t stop. When he entered her, it felt nothing like it had before. The size and shape of him was the same, but that was all. Even more disgusting to her was how he slipped so easily inside her—she’d been ready when they arrived in the room, excited because of the coke, because of how he’d breathed, warm and tingling, on her neck. How horrible it was, as though she’d been anxious for this. Oh, God, the shame! He pounded against her so violently that her head banged repeatedly against the bed’s immovable headboard. Squeezing her eyes shut, she screamed and screamed.


No one came for her. There was no panicked knock at the door, no shouted promise of help on the way.


As he climaxed, he gave a triumphant, inhuman roar that filled that sepulchral room and silenced Allison with her own fear. She lay there, willing herself to be somewhere else. Anywhere else. Or dead. When it was over, he rolled onto the bed beside her, shuddering with each breath, heat radiating from his body.


Her dress and body were soaked and stinking with his sweat. She lay quietly, waiting for whatever was going to happen next, afraid to make a sound. If she did, he might be reminded to come at her again. She couldn’t think of a time when they’d had sex twice in one night, but this was a different Michael.


After his breathing slowed, he got up from the bed. Was he talking to himself? Praying? He was saying something she couldn’t make out, as though he were talking to someone—but not her.


Though she was loath to move, she rolled carefully onto her side and tried to cover herself with her dress. If only she were lying on her own soft bed, in her own apartment, maybe then she could bear it. She might feel hopeful then, like she might be able to save



herself. But in this place—this strange, awful place—she saw little reason to hope.


Michael tucked in his shirt and did up his pants and belt. His lips were moving, but she couldn’t make out anything he was saying.


“Michael,” she whispered. Her throat was scratchy and dry from screaming.


He wouldn’t look at her.


“Michael, I don’t understand.”


Still without looking at her, he turned on one of the sink taps. The water stuttered out, a rusty orange color, and he let it run until it was a narrow stream. Finally he splashed some water on his face and, dripping, grabbed a towel from the chair to dry himself. When he was done, he smoothed his hair back and tossed the towel at her. It landed, covering her arm, but she didn’t move to take it.


“Clean yourself up,” he said.


He went to the door, then turned back to her, took a disposable lighter from his pocket, and tossed it too on the bed.


“For the candles. And if you do something stupid, like start a fire, it will only kill you. It won’t hurt anyone else.”


As the door shut behind him, Allison—propelled from the bed by the sudden realization that he was going to leave her behind—grabbed the doorknob and pulled. But she was too late. She heard a bolt shoot into the doorframe, probably from the brass lock a few inches above the doorknob. Pounding on the door, she screamed for him.


“Don’t leave me here! Michael!”


Remembering the curtains on the other side of the room, she ran to them, thinking she could break the window if it, too, was locked. She slid the curtain along the wooden rod.


But there was no window. Only a gray, unbroken expanse of wall.











Chapter 2


Present Day


Standing a few feet behind her fourteen-year-old daughter, Ariel, in the hot Virginia sun, Rainey Adams watched her staring up at Bliss House. If it had been possible to will Ariel to love it as much as she did, Rainey would have done it in a heartbeat.


It was a house from Rainey’s dreams, rising from its bed of tattered gardens on two stories of firm yellow brick, its face boldly pushing forth from between two shallow wings. The third floor was a mansard crown of aged gray slate, relieved by several chimneys and windows set deep into shadowed cornices that made them seem secretive even in the afternoon light. The lower floors were layered with shutterless arched windows taller than a man and punctuated with iron accents whose points looked more dangerous than decorative. But the creamy white trim and pale stone outlining the house’s edges lent Bliss House a tentative air of softness and kept it from looking too severe. Too guarded. From the outside, one of Bliss House’s primary architectural oddities—a dome crowning the



central well of the house—was barely visible. Overall, the house gave an impression of contradicting itself, as though it weren’t sure of what sort of house it meant to be.


Rainey, though, was certain it was meant to be hers. While she’d found it intimidating on seeing it for the second time in her life (the first having been when she was only eight years old, and then she couldn’t go inside), it was like nowhere she’d ever lived before, and she found that she wanted to cling to its immutable presence. It was solid and old and beautiful and challenging, all at the same time.


Ariel needed the stability a place like Bliss House could give her. Rainey needed it, too. As an interior designer who spent much of her life making homes for other people, she’d always believed that the atmosphere of a house was shaped by the people who lived in it. Yet here she was, looking for comfort and strength from a thing made of bricks and mortar. She and Ariel, like the house, had been damaged by their sad—even tragic—histories. But she had plans for the house beyond the critical repairs and renovations that she’d already done. She would heal it, as it would help to heal the two of them. It would be a home where Ariel would feel safe, and together they would bring the kind of happiness to Bliss House that would make it worthy of its name.


Overwhelmed with a feeling of hopefulness, Rainey reached out to touch her daughter’s hair, but then quickly drew back her hand. “What do you think? Do you like it?”


It was a ridiculous question, and she knew she was opening herself up for the worst kind of derision. Ariel had become an expert at taking advantage of her eager desire to make things right between them. All she had to do was turn and fix Rainey with one of her practiced, uncaring looks with eyes that looked too much like Will’s eyes. In life, the three of them had been a solid, happy unit. In death, the man they had both lost was always between them.


“You’re kidding, right?” Ariel leaned awkwardly on her cane, a scowl aging her once-delicate features. She hid her thinned,



cropped hair beneath a slouchy patterned cap, and her scars beneath clothes that hung loose on her slight frame.


Rainey bit her lip to keep from asking Ariel if she meant “kidding” as in this-has-got-to-be-a-joke, or “kidding” as in this-is-the-coolest-place-I’ve-ever-seen. She’d been expecting a strong reaction to Bliss House—one way or the other—from Ariel, who had refused to even look at pictures of it before they arrived in Virginia.


Ariel started forward slowly. The accident—yes, it was an accident, even if Rainey herself was responsible—that had claimed Will Adams, Ariel’s father and the center of Rainey’s world, had also left the entire right side of Ariel’s body burned and badly scarred. Two years earlier, she’d been a lithe twelve-year-old who was already several inches taller than her mother. She had loved gymnastics and ballet, and wore her then-lush black hair knotted in a taut bun at the back of her head. Her porcelain skin had been free of the blemishes that plagued other girls, and her blue eyes—like her father’s—were alternately full of harmless mischief and solemnity.


That girl was gone, replaced by an angry, unforgiving teenager who had spent too much time in and out of hospitals, and stabbed her walking cane into the ground as though every step were a punishment. She saw every mirror as an enemy. Her depression and anger turned the time she and Rainey spent together into a shared silent cage that seemed to grow smaller with each passing day.


Rainey was finally used to her daughter’s wrecked beauty, the fierce red flesh along her jaw that spread like a chafing hand over her right cheek. She longed to gently touch the scars that ran from Ariel’s face and down her arm to the back of her hand. She missed the giggling girl who looked so much like her daddy, missed the intermingling of their hair—Rainey’s so blond and Ariel’s so dark—as they read or played computer games together, or cuddled on the couch to watch a movie. Missed looking into her daughter’s eyes and seeing something, anything, besides hurt and contempt.




To My Adorable Mommy, I Love You Soooooooo Much!!!! Ariel had written in bright gold on the last Valentine she’d given Rainey, over two years earlier. Yes, she missed so much about her baby girl.


“It was hard to get good pictures of the front of the house,” Rainey said, following Ariel. There was a pebble in her open sandal. The driveway hadn’t yet been repaved and was a minefield of small rocks and three-inch-deep potholes. “You’d have to go way back down the drive, and out there the trees get in the way. It will be clearer in the winter.”


What will winter be like here? She hadn’t thought about things like snow removal or even about the cost of heating such a monster of a house. Before buying it, she’d only been in Old Gate once, and by that time Bliss House had been sold to a doctor outside the family. But then it was sold again to become a successful inn run by a married couple, the Brodskys, whose ownership had ended in a tragic murder. Before it was sold the first time, Bliss House had been in Rainey’s mother’s family for over a hundred years. Now it was hers.


In a better market, Bliss House might have cost her half-again the one-point-four million she’d paid for the house and land. Between her own trust fund and Will’s life insurance, she had a very manageable mortgage and, if she acted carefully, they could live quite comfortably for at least the next ten years. Ariel would be out of college by then—if she would even go. They hadn’t exactly been diligent about home schooling.


Will would never have believed she could let things get to this point. God only knew Rainey could hardly believe it herself.


When they reached the landing below the front door, Rainey looked up to the distant rooftop. Barely five feet two inches in her shoes, she suddenly felt insignificant. Beside her, Ariel seemed much younger than she was, and more vulnerable. It was as if they were two tiny, fragile dolls about to enter a massive new dollhouse.


Two ragged, broken dolls.











Chapter 3


The first night Ariel lay in her new bed, in her new room in the strange house, she dreamed like she hadn’t dreamed since long before the accident.


She walked with her father through unfamiliar woods, looking for a comfortable place to share the picnic lunch her mother had packed for them. Ariel was hungry and tired. The straps of the heavy backpack she wore dug cruelly into her shoulders. But her father laughed when she complained that she wanted to take it off, the sound of his voice echoing through the gold- and red-painted trees. She loved her father’s laugh.


“Don’t open it, Button,” he said, ruffling her hair. “It’s full of fire.”


The dream-logic of his answer made sense to her, and she trudged on, breathing heavily over the noise of leaves crunching beneath their feet. They headed downhill, the weight of the pack propelling Ariel forward so forcefully that she stumbled. Spying a stream in the distance, she stopped thinking about her burden and ran. Sunlight cast shards of silver on the water, and she couldn’t wait to get to it so she could splash the water on her face.




Once she broke through the trees, she saw that the sky beyond the stream was vast and cloudless. Falling to her knees on the muddy bank, she shrugged the pack onto the ground. The water was cool on her skin, and she gathered it to her again and again, heedless of the way it soaked her sleeves and untethered hair. She felt as though she could kneel there forever, and never be thirsty or weary again. Finally, she sat back on her heels and wiped the water from her face with the dry hem of her shirt.


Looking up, she found the sunlight was brighter. It spread without shadow, but instead of bringing warmth, it was spreading cold, and she shivered. She turned around, and saw that the woods had disappeared—and, with them, her father.


“Daddy?”


She scanned the pale tundra that, only a moment before, had been a forest blazing with color.


Beside her, the backpack shifted. Something was moving inside, wriggling against the canvas. She reached out to touch the pack, but drew her hand back, afraid, as the clip securing the cord at the top of the pack began to slide off all by itself. The pack opened a few inches, and tiny tongues of flame darted out, reaching for her.


She struggled to her feet, but the flames shot forward, growing longer and longer, chasing her as she ran toward the flat, frozen landscape. She screamed for her father. He had to be near!


“Daddy, where are you?”


The sound of her own choked words awakened her as she struggled to break free of the dream.


The walls of her new bedroom were bathed in a mellow gold light, and the air—like the air in her dream—had turned brutally cold. It was a winter cold, not the welcome chill of a late summer night. A curtain across the room stirred, and Ariel saw that the window was open. She groped for the blanket folded at the end of the bed. Finding it, she pulled it to her. Why was the room so



bright? She didn’t remember the nightlight that her mother had plugged in the night before being so strong.


“I’m right here, Button.”


Ariel turned her head to see her father sitting in the chair nearest the bed. He leaned forward to smile at her. It was a sad smile.


In that split second of recognition, Ariel felt a weightless thrill in her stomach, like that moment before the plunge down the first hill of a roller coaster. How many nights had she awakened in the darkness, wanting to see his face?


The thrill quickly faded.


This can’t be real.


“Shhh. You’re all right,” he said, rising from the chair to stand over her.


Ariel held out her arms to him. “I want to be awake. I want you to be here, Daddy.”


Her friends had always wanted to come to her house to see her dad because they thought he was cute. Even though he was a lawyer, he kept his wavy black hair—so much like her own—a little long. Because he almost never got angry or said mean things, he always looked young, and not wrinkled like some of their fathers. But it was his eyes that made so many people like him. Cheerful, blue eyes, the color of her friend Melody’s blue finch. Now, he was dressed in his weekend clothes—khakis, a bright red polo shirt, and the embroidered canvas belt with the ducks on it that Grandma Adams had made for him before she died, and that her mother teased him about.


“You see me. I’m here.”


“But you’ll go away,” she said, sounding like a very young child.


His eyes were darkened by the shadows in the room, and they didn’t look as happy as she’d first thought. Still, she wanted to memorize every bit of him. To remember.


“No. I won’t. I promise, baby girl.”


She was still reaching out for him, but he wouldn’t come close enough. If only he would gather her into his arms to keep her



warm. But she knew if she tried to touch him, he wouldn’t really be there.


“Go back to sleep,” he said, his breath making clouds in the air. “I’m watching you.”


Ariel, shivering and not really wanting to go back to sleep, lay back on the icy pillow.


“Stay, Daddy.” She was so tired that she barely heard herself speak.


Her father leaned down and rested a hand on her leg—the leg that a piece of metal from the house had nearly cut in two. Did she feel the pressure of his hand? She wasn’t sure because her eyes closed, and she no longer felt anything.


[image: Images]


Ariel woke up on her stomach, her face mashed into the pillow. The room was stifling with humidity, and she’d kicked off the covers to the foot of the bed. A sheen of sweat had pasted her tank top to her back. With a tiny pang, she remembered the cold of the night before. With the memory of the cold came the memory of her father. She quickly rose up on her hands and knees, the heat and sticky sheets forgotten.


The chair was still near the bed. Empty. But she could feel that he’d been there. Something had changed. Despite the heat and the sweat, she felt better than she had since the accident.











Chapter 4


Rainey washed her cereal bowl and spoon and put them on the drain board of the sink to dry. Most of the maintenance work on Bliss House had been done before they’d arrived, supervised by Gerard Powell, the husband of the real estate agent who had handled the house purchase. Repairs to the aging slate roof, the doors, stairs, and floors of all the usable rooms refinished, walls painted, and the heat pumps replaced. But she hadn’t been able to bring herself to do much of anything to the kitchen. The only things that were different from the day she’d come out from St. Louis to close on the house, three months earlier, were a new microwave and an electric stove that replaced the professional eight-burner gas range the former owners had installed.


All her life she’d had a passion for things old and quaint and unusual. Her passion, along with an artistic eye and years of training, had led to a comfortably profitable interior design career. Their house near St. Louis, just over the Missouri River, had been custom-built for them, and she had filled it with the antique treasures she couldn’t bear to pass on to clients. Eighteenth-century Irish tables, a set of Welsh chairs, thirteen gilt-edged mirrors from



a Louisiana Creole plantation house, a trundle bed from a Kentucky barn that was two days from being demolished. Even her kitchen had been furnished with cabinetry salvaged from a dowager house near Forest Park. They were strings to the past that tugged at her because her own past had been so rich and full of love—like Ariel, she had been an only child, adored by her parents.


“But an antique gas stove?” Will had said, pausing as he pried open pistachio nuts—a quick after-work snack he washed down with a local micro brew. He wore the somber gray suit he’d put on for court, but had loosened the plum necktie she had laid out for him that morning. He wasn’t wild about the color, but she loved it because it made his eyes look as blue as the day she’d met him, fifteen years earlier.


“Can’t we just get one that looks retro?”


“Look at the molding on the doors. It’s gorgeous,” she’d said, her voice full of a proprietary awe that Will knew well. She ran her fingers over the stove’s pristine cream-colored front. “It’ll last another seventy-five years.” She wasn’t listening to him. A few days later, Will simply nodded when she told him the technician was scheduled to do the installation.


As always, Will had trusted her.


It wasn’t her fault that the technician had rushed the retrofitting of an electronic ignition into the stove. It wasn’t her fault that he was about to miss a payment on his truck and had to get to the credit union before it closed. It wasn’t her fault that their house was so tightly built that Will hadn’t smelled the gas filling the house before he unlocked the door. People from two miles away had reported the explosion. What none of them had seen was the second floor of the house rise, only to collapse onto the ground floor, crushing what hadn’t shot away in the initial blast. But Ariel, who had been down at the mailbox, had turned to look back at the house at the explosion’s initial roar. Ariel had seen more than enough.


[image: Images]




The kitchen in Bliss House was in the shape of a T, and much more suited to a busy inn or a family with servants than a woman living on her own with a fourteen-year-old. Here in the long galley there were two deep, adjoining sinks with ridiculously long drain boards, and a food prep counter with open shelves above and below for pans and bowls. The racks on the walls already held a few knives and the other cooking tools she’d been able to find. There was also an industrial dishwasher with two brand new plastic dish racks sitting ready to slide automatically through it, but she’d yet to turn the dishwasher on. She’d never run anything like it, and, actually, she was a little afraid of trying it.


Around the left-hand corner of the galley was the part of the kitchen where all the cooking was done. There was the pitiful stove, a new microwave, a plate-warmer, a substantial refrigerator, more open shelves for pantry goods, and a handsome five-foot-long marble counter for making dough or candy. Rainey’s mother had made hard candy for gifts every Christmas, and she had romantic visions of doing the same with Ariel. Around the other corner was the butler’s pantry, with its gas fireplace (all of the fireplaces in the house had once burned wood, but now they were fitted for gas), rows of elegant glass-fronted cabinets, and a broad antique Irish table she was told was original to the house, where she and Ariel would eat most of their meals.


In the butler’s pantry Rainey was dismayed to find that there was no order in the way the moving people had unpacked the sets of dishes and glassware she’d recently bought.


The moving company had sent a pair of workers—a muscular African American woman with close-coiffed gray hair and a sallow white man of about fifty who smelled of breath mints—who arrived just after the half-filled moving van had come and gone. They asked no questions and kept their heads down, diligent, the whole time. They spoke to each other in whispers, as though they were in a church. Rainey had tried to be friendly, offering them coffee, but



their reticence had made it clear that they just wanted to get their work done and get out.


The truth was that, uncommunicative as they were, Rainey had liked having them around. With every passing hour in the vast house, she worried that she’d made a huge mistake. She had imagined living an idyllic, healing sort of country life for a while, then maybe—when Ariel was ready—turning most of the first floor into a studio where she could meet clients. But the house would need even more work if she were to do that. And she would have to start socializing to get those clients.


She sank onto the window seat at the end of the butler’s pantry with a heavy sigh. The sun was warm on her skin, and she rested her head gratefully against the glass. She felt chilled all the time now. Always petite and small-boned, she’d lost fifteen pounds that she could hardly afford to lose. When a client back in St. Louis had recently told her how great, how thin she was looking, Rainey had seen a glint of envy in the woman’s eyes that sickened her. Did she really want to spend the rest of her life being beholden to people who were so vain that they could envy a woman who couldn’t eat because she’d accidentally killed her husband?


She looked up at a sound from another part of the kitchen, and saw Ariel heading for the refrigerator, wearing a nubby pink bathrobe Rainey had bought for her to wear at the rehab facility. Its sleeves were already too short, but the rest of the robe looked too big for her. Her hair was long enough that it was hard to tell where it no longer could grow behind her left ear, but Rainey knew the scarred flesh was there.


Ariel took milk and an apple from the refrigerator and pulled a box of cereal from a shelf. When she turned, she noticed Rainey.


“Hey, honey,” Rainey said, not wanting to startle her. She wanted to help her—God, how she wanted to get up to help her—but she made herself stay in the window seat.


Unfazed, Ariel asked her where the bowls were.




“Here,” Rainey said, finally jumping up. She had at least organized the Portmeirion china that she’d ordered for everyday use right away. She grabbed a bowl and dug out a spoon from the chaos in the silverware drawer.


“Sit down,” she said, putting the bowl on the oak tabletop that separated them.


Ariel glanced around, but didn’t say anything else. Rainey was glad to see some curiosity in her eyes.


A shadow changed the light in the room for only a second, and Rainey saw her daughter’s face darken. Ariel was looking out the window.


“What is it?” Rainey turned around. She hurried to the window, but it looked straight onto the herb garden, and not out to either side. “Did you see something?”


Rainey turned back to Ariel, but she was gone. From the sounds she heard coming from the dark hallway leading to the back stairs, Ariel was already making her slow, labored way back to her room. Calling after her wasn’t going to get her back. Rainey sighed.


Out in the mudroom, whose entrance was in the front galley of the kitchen, someone was knocking purposefully on the porch door. Ariel had seen whoever it was through the window and fled. As Rainey crossed the kitchen to answer the door, she was less curious about who was there than how her daughter had just been able to enter and leave the kitchen without using her cane.











Chapter 5


“I’ve wanted to meet you in person for the longest time, dear Rainey. Notes and Christmas cards every few years just aren’t the same thing.” Roberta “Bertie” Bliss stood behind a chair at the table in the butler’s pantry. “May I sit?”


Rainey colored, totally off her game. “Oh, I’m sorry, Roberta. Of course.” She gestured to Bertie, as well as the solid young man who had followed in her wake.


“You must call me Bertie. Everyone does, except the Judge, of course.”


Judge Randolph Bliss was a remote cousin of Rainey’s. It was his family Rainey and her mother had stayed with on her childhood visit to Old Gate. Her mother had driven her out to see Bliss House, where Randolph had grown up, but they hadn’t gone inside because the family that had bought it wasn’t home. The house had imprinted itself on her memory. Just being close to it gave her a strange sense of belonging.


Bertie was a comfortably upholstered bottle-blonde, girlish down to her pink-and-white, floral capri pants and sleeveless white eyelet shirt, pedicured toes, and petite handbag festooned with pink



fabric flowers. Though she was in her mid-forties, some seven or eight years older than Rainey, the only lines on her face were laugh lines at the edges of her teal green eyes and pink (again, pink!) lacquered lips. But there was something else about Bertie’s mouth: the corners looked red and flaky beneath her heavy foundation makeup, as though beneath all the pink and white of the outer Bertie, there was someone less smooth and moist and girlish, someone wiser and more serious trying to get out. The most significant thing about Bertie, though, was that she wore her feelings on her face. Bertie Bliss would be a very bad poker player. Rainey liked her instantly.


The young man with her was her son, Jefferson. He wore a stiff denim jacket over his broad torso, even though the outdoor humidity was already punishing. Rainey was startled to see much of her own father in him: a strong, angular nose and deep-set eyes. His neck was long, his Adam’s apple prominent. There was an air of restrained confidence (or perhaps arrogance?) and intelligence about him. His pink scalp—not nearly so pink as anything adorning his mother—showed through the military buzz of his blond hair. Despite the threat of his bulk, Jefferson Bliss had a ready smile that held none of the frantic energy of his mother’s. Rainey had been charmed by the way he’d nodded politely and responded to her proffered hand with a warm handshake.


“I think I know where the tea is,” Rainey said, almost to herself. “And the kettle.” She hadn’t made any coffee that morning, and in fact had no idea where the coffee maker might be. Somewhere on the shelves in the galley, she thought.


“Moving is such a trial,” Bertie said. “Though it’s not like I’ve ever moved anywhere myself. Only from Mother’s house to the house Randolph and I bought when we got married. Practically everything of mine fit in my little car. Mother insisted we take some of the furniture she had stored in the attic.” She smiled at the memory, revealing a row of dainty, even teeth. “We had some men move all that for us.”




Rainey started for the stove, hoping she really had seen the kettle on a nearby shelf.


“Do you want some help?” Bertie said, barely pausing. “Jefferson, you get up and help Cousin Rainey.”


Jefferson stood up quickly, scraping the chair hard against the tile floor.


Rainey tried to wave him back but, seeing the enthusiasm on his face, she knew she had to give him something to do. He was much older than Ariel, but she couldn’t help but compare her daughter’s sullenness to Jefferson’s obvious desire to please.


“There are mugs in that cabinet right behind you,” she said. “Would you get out three? Spoons are in that drawer.” She pointed. It occurred to her that Bertie would expect teacups with saucers. Something about the floral pants spoke to that. Mugs or teacups? When had she ever in her life worried about something so unimportant? Maybe the formality of the house was getting to her.


By the time the tea was served and drunk, and Jefferson and Bertie had eaten most of the gourmet oatmeal raisin cookies she’d bought to tempt Ariel, Rainey had heard all about Randolph’s mother’s slow death from lung cancer, Bertie’s opinion of people who didn’t train their dogs, the sad state of affairs of afternoon television, and Jefferson’s first year at UVA. This last bit was shared with a great deal of pride mixed with a small amount of chagrin, because Jefferson—self-conscious about the fact that the university was founded by Thomas Jefferson—had decided to refer to himself as “Jeff” at school.


“Such foolishness,” Bertie said. “Jeff. If I’d wanted him to be called Jeff, I’d have put that on his application for Tiny Woodlands preschool years ago, and that would’ve been that.”


Jefferson gave Rainey an abashed grin and looked away, out the window.


Rainey listened for a sound from upstairs, knowing it was unlikely that Ariel would even leave her room while there were strangers in the house.




“Jefferson, honey,” Bertie said. “Be a dear and get the bag we brought—you know the one I mean—from the car.”


“Sure, Mom.” He pushed his chair back under the table and nodded to Rainey before leaving the room.


As soon as they heard the door shut, Bertie grabbed Rainey’s hand. Startled, Rainey instinctively resisted, but Bertie held fast.


“Cousin Rainey,” she said, leaning close, so that Rainey could smell oatmeal cookie on her breath. “You can tell me the truth. Aren’t you and that little girl of yours scared to death to be living here? I couldn’t believe it when I heard it was you who signed a contract on the house.”


“I never believed those stories,” Rainey said. It was almost the truth.


“Everyone says it’s the wickedest house in the county. You know that thing that happened to poor Mrs. Brodsky.”


“You mean her murder?”


Bertie nodded enthusiastically. “And Mother Bliss. She didn’t talk about it much until after they moved out, of course, after Michael disappeared. But after Randolph and I got married, she made me promise not to let Randolph buy the house again after she died. She made me swear. Shouldn’t that be a warning? Randolph won’t hardly even talk about it.”


Rainey stood to clear the tea things away. “People are always making up things about old houses. I’ve been in enough of them to know.” What she was doing here with Ariel wasn’t anyone’s business but her own. Still, she bit back her words. She wasn’t sure what kind of influence Bertie had in the town, and while she wasn’t ready to become part of the social fabric, she didn’t want to become a total pariah, either.


“But the evidence! It wasn’t just murder, you know. Peter Brodsky chased his poor wife through the woods and killed her with an axe. Why do you think no one has lived here in almost five years?” Bertie shook her head. “And long before that . . .” Bertie’s voice trailed off and she fiddled with one of her bracelets.




Rainey stared down at her. “Go on.”


For Bertie to go on would mean that she had to admit that she truly believed in . . . what? Ghosts? Evil spirits? Even Bertie couldn’t bring herself to buy into the lore one hundred per cent.


“You know,” Bertie said. This time, the pout of her bottom lip had disappeared. Hardened. Yet she wouldn’t say it. “What Mother Bliss said.”


Bertie’s face—with its too-fair foundation, plump cheeks, and carnation lips—was made for gossip and ladies’ luncheon chatter, not fear and frustration.


Rainey smiled and relaxed some, wondering if anyone ever took Bertie seriously. “Hundreds, maybe thousands of people have lived in or stayed at Bliss House. Have you seen how all the bedrooms have little brass plaques on their doors? They’ve got names like Dolly Madison and Pocahontas. I can’t imagine anything bad ever happening in the Pocahontas Suite, can you?” she said. “In fact, that’s where I’m sleeping myself. Ariel picked the E. A. Poe suite. I haven’t the slightest idea why.”


“Oh, the Brodsky people did that,” Bertie said thoughtfully. “Now, Ariel. Where is she?”


She’d obviously decided not to push Rainey on the subject of the house, which Rainey thought was wise. But how long would it be before she tried again? She guessed that Bertie didn’t let her politeness get in her way for any longer than she really wanted it to.


“She’s only fourteen. Shy,” Rainey said, playing along. “You know teenagers. I never know when or if she’s going to make an appearance.”


For the first six months after the accident, people whom Rainey didn’t even know exhausted her with sympathy and questions about Ariel. But, finally, even Ariel’s friends stopped calling the condo they’d eventually moved into, and only texted Ariel infrequently. Rainey didn’t blame Ariel for being self-conscious, and she couldn’t do anything to speed her grieving process. She could barely even



handle her own grief, and kept telling herself that Ariel would heal in her own time.


“She’ll want to meet other young people,” Bertie said, regaining her bearings. “At least before school starts next month. She’ll need to get in with the right children. And what about school? You know the choices are sadly limited here, unless you’re willing to drive to Charlottesville every day.”


Rainey heard a quick, polite knock on the mudroom door, which then squeaked open. Whatever other qualities Jefferson had, he had timing in spades.


“Come on in, Jeff,” Rainey said, leaning out into the galley.


Jefferson smiled broadly at the sound of his nickname. He carried a large yellow gift bag with green and white ribbons fluttering from its handles.


The gifts turned out to be a giant tin of Virginia peanuts and a locally crafted pottery bowl for her, and a gray and ivory buffalo check newsboy cap for Ariel.


When Rainey saw the cap, it was her turn to bristle. What did they know about Ariel? How did they know about the hats? It bothered her.


“Jefferson picked out the little hat,” Bertie said, as though reading her mind. “I wasn’t sure, but he said many of the girls on campus wear them.”


Jefferson nodded. “I hope she likes it.”


Rainey thought he might blush, but he simply looked friendly. Confident. If he wasn’t genuinely a nice kid, it was a hell of an act. She hoped he’d be a good influence on Ariel. “She’ll love it,” she said.


“I’m sorry, but we need to go.” Bertie’s bounce had returned. “I have garden club this afternoon.” She stood and smoothed the eyelet top over the well-secured flesh of her belly. Rainey noticed that her sandals sported pom-pom flowers similar to the ones on her handbag.




“You didn’t have to come around back, you know,” Rainey said. “Let me show you out the front door.” She stopped. “I’m sorry. I should’ve taken you on a tour. Did you want to see the house? We’ve got furniture being delivered left and right, but things are still a little bare.”


“Oh, you know, I would,” Bertie said, her eyes wide. “But I’d really like to be surprised, later, when we have more time. I read all about your business on the Internet. You’re a famous decorator out there in St. Louis!”


What else had Bertie read? How much did she know about Ariel’s injuries? Rainey had gotten a card from her just after Will’s funeral. She’d responded with a thank-you note, but they’d never even so much as chatted on the phone before.


“It’ll be a few weeks before the house is presentable. But I’ll certainly have you back,” Rainey said. “And Randolph, and you too, Jeff.”


Jefferson preceded Bertie out the door, but Bertie hesitated. For an awkward few seconds, Rainey thought Bertie might be anticipating a hug and didn’t quite know what to do.


“Not to pressure you or anything, dear,” Bertie said. Her carnation mouth still wore its dainty pout. “You’ll have lots of invitations. Everyone wants to meet you, though they all want to give you the space you need, of course.”


“I appreciate that.”


“Housewarmings are a big tradition here in Old Gate,” she continued. “They’re nice because no one worries if the house isn’t just so, if you know what I mean.”


Rainey’s laugh was slightly nervous.


“I’d think about two weeks would be about how long a person would want to wait,” Bertie said. “I mean, you wouldn’t believe the number of people in town who’ve never set foot in Bliss House. Of course, their parents might have, years ago. There were people who came here for parties and things.”




Two weeks?


As she shut the door behind Bertie and the very quiet Jefferson, she realized she had agreed to give a party for a number of strangers in a house in which she’d only spent a few nights. It wasn’t at all what she’d imagined herself planning when she’d gotten out of bed that morning. Worse, she had no idea how Ariel would react.











Chapter 6


Gerard Powell drove his pickup carefully over the grass, well out of the way of the paving company trucks and equipment laying asphalt on the drive leading to Bliss House. He parked beside Rainey Adams’s Lexus crossover near the entrance to the formal gardens on the eastern side of the house.


Getting out of the truck, he was confronted with the slow-burning stink of asphalt, which was never pleasant but was particularly nauseating in the stifiling July heat. He gave a brief wave to the paving crew foreman, whom he knew slightly. The man nodded back, but didn’t rush over to talk. There was no need. He was there to do the job, and if there weren’t problems, there weren’t any questions. Gerard hired only the best, most professional sub-contractors. His clients paid for it, sure. But he made certain they knew what they were getting when they hired him.


Early on, his extremely youthful appearance had concerned a lot of clients, but his gregarious wife, Karin, who (not coincidentally) was often also their real estate agent, gave her promise that they would be more than satisfied. Now, even though he was in his late thirties and far more successful than most of the well-padded, good



old boy contractors in the area, Gerard was still narrow-hipped and slender. He kept his wiry brown hair cropped close and usually covered—to Karin’s dismay—with a ball cap. If his lips were a little thin and his nose on the narrow side, they only served to emphasize the intensity of his hazel eyes. The effect disarmed most women. Men who weren’t yet familiar with his reputation were usually swayed by Karin. Too swayed, sometimes.


As he ascended the broad brick and stone stairway leading to the newly-installed mahogany front door, he noticed some damage to a strip of mortar dividing a row of bricks. He ran his finger down the mortar, following a long, jagged crack. It continued around the top of one brick, widening irregularly as though someone had tried to chisel it out, loosening the brick. He made a mental note to have one of his people come over and fix it.


Gerard reached for the door handle, then stopped himself. He wasn’t yet used to anyone being at home in Bliss House. He, his crew, and subs had had the run of the place for months. The access had given him a proprietary feeling about the place—not that Bliss House would ever let a single owner fully imprint herself on it. Bliss House was a house unto itself, like a person with an oversize, overwhelming personality. He wondered if Rainey Adams was up to dealing with it. He didn’t know her well enough to guess, but he doubted it.


He took his hat off and rang the bell.
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Rainey and Gerard sat at a card table in the Lee Suite, the rooms she’d set up as a temporary office. She was self-conscious about having Gerard in so intimate a space, but she’d wanted to get as far away from the front of the house as possible. The downstairs ceiling fans had done little to keep the stench of paving materials out of the house, and she had set out at least a dozen burning candles—vanilla, mostly—to combat the smell. One of



the candles flickered between them like a table decoration in a restaurant.


Gerard slid a paper-clipped sheaf toward her, photocopies of the set in front of him.


“Here are the current change-orders,” he said. “I’m guessing there will be a few more after you’ve been here another few weeks. We’ll handle those as they come along.”


Rainey looked over the list, conscious of him watching her. She’d always had a reputation for driving hard bargains with contractors. Many of her clients—if they didn’t have an architect directly involved with their projects—relied on her to deal with them. Their satisfaction rested on her. As did her commissions.


Despite being put off by the high-pressure sales tactics that his wife, Karin, had tried to use on her when she was negotiating for Bliss House, she’d liked Gerard immediately on meeting him. It was a mystery to her how this quiet, outdoorsy man had settled on the charming but aggressive Karin as a soul mate. But the night she’d gone to dinner with them, just after the closing of the house sale, she’d watched Gerard’s eyes follow Karin as she greeted half the patrons in the restaurant. She bestowed air kisses on the women and touched the arms or shoulders of the men with playful familiarity. Karin wasn’t classically beautiful, but she dressed her well-toned body in expensive body-skimming knits and kept her glossy red curls restrained just enough to imply trustworthy respectability. She had an aggressive sensuality and smiled with abandon. But Rainey had worked with enough women like her to understand that her charm was just a veneer to make her aggression more palatable.


“The cost of the plumbing changes alone could feed a family of four for a year,” Rainey said, laughing. “You probably think I’m a little crazy taking on a place this . . .” She glanced out the door to the hallway, taking in the space beyond. “I know we could’ve done both the house and the business in a smaller place.”


Rainey watched a flicker of discomfort cross his intelligent face.




“People do things for a lot of reasons,” he said, shrugging. “I didn’t think it was any of my business.” He paused a moment. “Karin told me the house had been in your family. It’s pretty common knowledge by now. That kind of information gets around Old Gate fast.”


Rainey laughed. “That’s for sure.”


She found herself wanting to tell him more, about how she needed something new in her life, yet at the same time something familiar. A safe kind of challenge. Something to fill the huge space Will had left behind in her life and in her heart. She had known the minute she’d walked into Bliss House that she’d found exactly what she was looking for. But she wasn’t sure how much to share with Gerard. He wasn’t her friend, not really. Since leaving St. Louis, she’d felt as though she’d lost her bearings when it came to dealing with people. She hated how insecure she felt. How lost. A complete break with the past and the person she’d been before was exactly what she’d wanted. Only she hadn’t counted on how much work it was going to take to build a new life. New friendships. New intimacies. Her only constant, the only important link to her old self, was Ariel. And their relationship was in tatters.


Gerard went over the changes line by line. She was smart about the business, and when it came to discussing tile choices and paint qualities she was intensely focused. He wondered, though, about the dark circles beneath her eyes and how thin she was. He was used to fashionably thin women—Virginia was full of them—but Rainey Adams seemed even less healthy than when they’d met several months earlier. She’d been grieving deeply then, and had been pale, but still driven and energetic.


“About the garage and the apartment above it,” he said. “I know you don’t want to do anything else about the third floor yet . . .” Here, he gestured to the ceiling, indicating the rooms above them. “But the carriage house is in really bad shape. Will you be using it anytime soon?”




“No,” Rainey said. “Maybe for storage. Later. For a house this size”—she waved a hand, indicating the house around her—“the storage is weirdly limited. Only that sad half-basement. There’s hardly room for anything besides the boiler. And the stairs to the rooftop storage sheds are so narrow, I don’t know how anyone got anything up there.”


Rainey started to go on, but was interrupted by a loud noise from out in the hall. At first, Gerard wasn’t sure what he heard, given the constant grind of machinery from the driveway. He saw the horrified look on Rainey’s face at the same moment he realized it had been a scream that they’d heard.


Rainey upended her chair onto the floor and pushed past him, running from the room.


“Ariel! Where are you?” Her voice was pure panic.


He’d never seen the daughter, Ariel, and hadn’t even been certain she was actually now living in the house. Hers had been one of the rooms whose bath they had completely redone, but it had been finished well before their move-in date. Karin had mentioned Rainey was planning to homeschool her daughter, and that it seemed odd to her because the girl was high school age.


The cry had come from one of the back hallways.


“Baby?” Rainey was ahead of him, beyond the gallery, in the hallway to the servants’ quarters. She knelt at the foot of the stairway, bending over someone. He hurried to see if he could help, nearly tripping over a fuzzy lime-green hat covered with lilac peace symbols.


“Is she okay?” he asked.


There was another pained cry from the girl. Gerard saw the ends of a pair of black ankle-length leggings and two bare feet poking from behind Rainey. One of the feet looked like any young girl’s foot—toenails painted a vibrant turquoise—but the other foot and ankle were a dull mass of warped scar tissue. A couple of the toes looked as though they’d fused together, and the nails weren’t visible.



There was an arm, too, wrapped around Rainey’s neck. The skin was almost purple in the shadows, the hand stiff and awkward as a claw. Staying well away, Gerard pulled his cell phone from his pants pocket. “I’ll get the EMTs here,” he said.


“It’s not necessary. You should just go,” Rainey said, her voice full of emotion. “Really. I’m sorry. I’ll call you later.”


His gut told him that he shouldn’t leave.


“If she fell, then she shouldn’t be moved until we make sure she’s not badly hurt.”


Rainey spoke quickly to her daughter in a voice too low for him to hear. He finally saw a side of the girl’s head—a length of spiky black hair, a long patch of pinkish skin, a drooping eye that looked fearfully at him, then looked away.


“I’ll handle it.” Rainey was impatient, and working very hard to remain composed. Polite. “I’ll call you.”


It took every ounce of self-control he could muster to keep from going closer to see the girl. He tried to picture what she might look like as a whole person. What he’d seen of her was grim enough. Karin’s confusion about home schooling was now sadly answered.


“Don’t hesitate,” he said. “Please.”


Rainey didn’t respond, but gathered the girl closer to her. Gerard turned to go, regretting the heavy tread of his boots as he returned to the suite to gather his papers. As he made his way down the main stairway, he was conscious of being watched, but Rainey and her daughter were nowhere to be seen. If he’d been a less practical and sensible sort of man, he might have convinced himself that the stars painted around the ceiling’s oculus had arranged themselves into curious eyes that watched to make sure he was leaving.











Chapter 7


Ariel stared out at the gardens from the sofa in her mother’s bedroom, the late afternoon sun warming her face. She rested her head against the sofa’s overstuffed cushions, her bruised legs extended along its length. A mug of hot peppermint tea—her favorite—sat on the nearby table.


The garden was overgrown, and sun-burned brown. Even the boxwood maze was yellowing, starved for nourishment. She could clearly see the maze’s beginning, end, and square center with its stone Hera standing on a pedestal, cradling a peacock in her arms. At the outer edge of the garden were the crumbled remains of a wall. She thought of the book The Secret Garden and wondered what that wall had once enclosed. Maybe it had had a door that led to someplace altogether different.


She’d never want her mother to know, but she was glad they’d moved to Virginia. She’d been glad from the moment her mother said she thought it was a good idea to get away from St. Louis. Ariel knew there was nothing there for her anymore. Her friends didn’t really want to hang out with her—burned and hideous as she was—and she’d been grateful when their lame, pitying phone



calls and texts stopped. And she certainly didn’t miss the barely furnished apartment her mother had taken near the hospital. Its walls were blank and the long communal hallways were blank and it looked out on a thin stretch of trees that separated their development from another very like it. None of her things from home were there because they’d all blown up and burned with the house. No pictures of Ariel as a toddler (not that she’d ever want to see them again), no old report cards, no baby dolls her mother had stored away in the attic for her to sneak up to visit and sometimes hold, even though she was getting too old for that.


She tried not to think about those things, and almost never did, except for times like now when she was tired. She tried not to think about lying with her father in the hammock behind their house, listening to the birds and squirrels playing in the trees, as she played with his hair, as black as hers, winding the thick waves into curls around her fingers. She tried not to think about his laugh when she imitated her annoying art teacher or read him silly jokes from an issue of Reader’s Digest from the subscription that one of his elderly clients sent him for Christmas every year.


Her mother had said that her father would’ve liked Bliss House, but Ariel wasn’t so sure. It was so big, and her father had never wanted to live in a big house. Her mother had even had to talk him into moving out to St. Charles County and building the new house. Ariel heard them talking when they thought she wasn’t around. It was a longer commute for him, he said, and he thought the Kirkwood house was just the size they needed for the three of them. Cozy, he called it. Her mother had laughed.


“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use the word cozy before.”


Her father had laughed then, too.


“What if we need more room? Did you ever think of that?” Her mother’s voice had dropped, and Ariel had heard nothing more.


Ariel had never asked for a brother or sister. She’d been happy with their life just the way it was. And then they had built the



house and moved, and there was no brother or sister. Now there never would be.


Though she liked Bliss House from the beginning—if a person could like a house the way they liked a person—it still seemed endless and strange to her. But that didn’t matter because her father was here. Somewhere.


That morning, she had decided she wanted to get a better look at the third floor, and so had gone upstairs without telling her mother.


The rooms above were different from the rows of bedrooms on the second floor. There were only four rooms up there, two of them small bedrooms, and the other two—facing each other across the open gallery of the well of the house—were larger than any of the other rooms in the house. One was laid out as a theater and contained an ornate oak proscenium stage rising two feet above the floor. The only furniture was a stack of metal folding chairs on a cart. Deep inside the stage was a child’s puppet theater, a few trunks, and an old standing mirror whose surface bore rough patches the color of tin. Because the theater room was on the western side of the house and had tall windows, it promised to be stifling hot late in the day, and probably freezing in the winter. There was a fireplace, but Ariel couldn’t imagine it could heat such a big room. It wasn’t a friendly room. The tall windows, the cold metal chairs, the darkened stage . . . who would perform in a place like this? It didn’t seem like it would be any fun.


Across the gallery, in the ballroom, the button light switch beside the door made a soft clicking noise when she pressed it. The seven or eight electric sconces came on, but their light was dim. The room didn’t have a single window.


She walked barefoot over the floor (miraculously, without her cane!), feeling as though she were in another world. She stayed close to the wall, her fingers sliding lightly over the wallpaper which was covered with palanquins, pagodas, and bent, bearded men, and



dainty Japanese women in robes with flowing sleeves, their heads demurely bowed beneath mere suggestions of tree branches heavy with blossoms. When she was close to the doorway, she could see that everything was drawn in black or gold on a field of red, the gold glittering as though it were real. The women’s faces were similar though not identical to one another, and their robes varied in design. Each old man was exactly the same, and wore a round cap and carried an elaborate snake-headed cane.


Seeing the canes caused a twinge inside Ariel, and she raised her unblemished hand to the ruined side of her face. She had much more in common with the old men than she did the beautifully dressed, perfectly-formed women. Only lately, she’d begun to feel better. Much better, physically and emotionally. It was as though the house had some power to heal her, a healing that had begun when her father—or his ghost, or her dream of him, still her father!—had touched her. That such a thing was technically impossible made no difference at all to her. The doctors and therapists had all made such a big deal about her healing being her journey. Her journey had taken a turn for the strange, but she didn’t care. She felt better, and that was what was important to her.


The ballroom’s ceiling was slightly lower than in the other rooms in the house and directly in the center of it there were two thick metal rings. The metal was dull, and looked as old as everything else on the third floor. Her mother suggested that they might have held chains for a cradle or a swing, but Ariel didn’t have a good feeling when she looked at them.


The fireplace mantel was almost a foot higher than her shoulder, and when she bent to look inside, she could smell the faintest odor of ash and woodsmoke. When could there have last been a fire here? She touched one of the tall metal panels that reached as high as the underside of the mantel and stood like guardians on either side of the opening. Both were covered with bursts of pom-pom flowers in relief. Chrysanthemums.




Tired from exploring, Ariel went back to the center of the room and eased herself to the floor to sit. She’d been doing so well without her cane that she’d left it down in her bedroom. But now it occurred to her that she might have trouble standing again without it.


Stretching out, she rested her ruined cheek against the floor. The bare wood felt cool and soothing on her skin. The door was open, but she was utterly alone in the quiet room. Even the sounds of the driveway construction in front of the house had faded away. It felt like some kind of blessing, this aloneness. Maybe she could just stay up here, and never go downstairs again.


Downstairs, her mother was busy making more plans for the house and her business. Ariel didn’t like the idea of living in a place where strangers could show up at any time, wanting to buy things, or have meetings to make plans, or complain. Their house in St. Louis hadn’t been like that. Her parents had had parties, and her mother had stored things for her clients and made phone calls down in her basement office, but she’d also had the shop in town. Their house was always their home. Ariel was tired of how hard her mother was trying to make their lives different.
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