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To anyone who’s ever felt the thin slice of rejection. 


Who’s had to choose between what’s right for who they want to be 


and who they’ve always been. 


Who’s never really fit in but wanted to be fiercely loved anyway.


Gold or steel, don’t let yourself be handcuffed to a past 


that doesn’t allow you to reach for your future happiness. 


And for Jess, who I was terrified might burn the world down if she wasn’t included.










  
  
Content Warnings




I went back and forth on if or where I should put trigger or content warnings for this book. Surely, anyone interested in something inspired by the life of Edgar Allan Poe would know there are a lot of dark undertones. But I never want to gatekeep or assume or judge someone who’s interested in reading anything, ever. 

For those of you who’d like to be surprised, turn the page. 

If you’d like to see the content warnings before reading, they are located in the back of this book.
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Glass House


Wednesday, Present





The sleek, charcoal town car streaks through the rain-splattered roads. Drizzle pelts the window so that all I see are the shadows of a suburb beyond its pane. This neighborhood never felt like home to me, with its French doors and wrap-around parapets. Too rich for the likes of me and mine. Luck, the only reason my mother and I found ourselves a small live-in opportunity on a property that needed a governess. Luck, that the property’s family didn’t pry too closely into our past and welcomed a single mother into the fold. And luck, even if it was bad luck, that the family just happened to be the Poes. 

I loved the Poe boys before we ever moved to the elegant streets of Weston. Even at seven, with my knobby knees and flat brown hair, my little heart understood what it meant to be special. And I knew Oliver and Paxton Poe were the closest I would ever come to it.  

They were flames burning hot and wild against a blackened sky, and my soul felt rested being warmed by their opulence. Seeing them weave themselves in and out of my days had given me a hope that, while frayed at the edges, had never felt worn thin.  

Until, one day, every thread snapped clean.  

“The storm has flooded the main gate, so we’ll have to go in through the service entry, Miss Pierce,” the driver, Tad, calls back, eyeing me through the rearview.  

I press on a polite smile and nod. I should say something. He’s been shooting me worried looks ever since he picked me up from the airport, no doubt searching for the girl he knew, waiting for her incessant questions and prodding nature. I should ask about his kids or his brother, Mike, who had surgery on his bad back last year, just as Mother told me to do. I should tell him about my promotion at the library last month, and the guy I’ve been dating for six, and how my mother recovered from her last cancer scare with only a few more battle wounds this time around. But I can’t bring myself to say a single word, my sealed lips a barrier between my life and the memories that threaten to overtake it.  

The back gate pieces itself into view in front of us through the rain. The old iron swings in at the last possible second and the deep red brick lining the drive creates a knot in my throat big enough to choke on. I blink and behind my lids, I can see a hundred pictures from my past clamoring for my present.  

The leaning tree where my palms were skinned so badly, I was sure they would never heal as Paxton dared me to slide down its trunk face first. Or the short A-frame rooftop that sits off to the left, and the way you can climb onto it from the second-story closet window—if you’re brave enough to try. Or the small kitchen entry, a single-paned door with a cracked jam from two stupid kids carving their names a little too hard into it, only getting the O and the E before being swatted away by Mrs. Brunskey.

The kitchen door in question lashes out as we turn into the circular drive as we come to rest beside it. Tad puts the car in park, hurrying out his door to open mine. I beat him to it. My flat black riding boots crunch the rocks beneath them and for five glorious seconds, the rain soaks me before an umbrella can block their chill. The dripping ends of my now nonexistent curls plaster my neck, and my mascara paints tears underneath my eyes and down my cheeks, but it was worth it. I needed the icy reminder that I’m not asleep and this is no dream.  

Tad’s eyes question me, concern lining his brow. I imagine he sees this house swallowing me whole again, but is at a loss on how to stop it. Instead, he holds out his arm, which I take, and glides me forward under the cover of his umbrella, up to the door. A woman, not much older than me, with a white half-apron tied around her waist, waits for me. Her hair is slicked tightly into a bun, pulling her grey eyes into a headache I recognize. She’s newer to the house, the lack of a braid her tell. You can only take the constraint of the rules in this home for so long until you start looking for loopholes. I should know. I’ve broken more rules the Poes have set than anyone.  

My hand brushes against letters, catching on a newer ‘P’ scratched in just like the others, as I take my first steps inside. I feel Tad’s arm slip away as he hesitates. Of course he won’t follow me here. The burn of fear at walking into this alone grips my heart, but I let him go, anyway.  

“Your bags will be delivered to your room, Miss Pierce. Everyone should be waiting in the Nest when you’re ready,” Tad says behind me, his pity evident, making my cheeks heat and stain.  

“Would you like something to go before you head back into Boston, Tad? You’ve been at it all morning and I know your blood sugar runs low.” The woman’s voice is a starting pistol in this silent room.

It spurs me forward without a single glance back. It’s rude and unlike the girl I want to be, that I am now, so I can only hope I’ll be forgiven. Even if I’m not, I don’t care. Not enough to stop. Not anymore. Not when I’m back here. None of this will matter by the end of the week when I’m on my flight home.  

I walk through the chef’s kitchen, under an archway that leads into the hall. Dark ravens and murky grey walls follow me. If I take a right, I’ll be on my way to the formal room, christened the Nest, streaked with less pleasant gloom and more sorrow, right where I’m expected. Instead, I go left, climbing the wooden stairs. Instinctively, I skip every third one as I spiral up, knowing the creaks they’ll give if I don’t, alerting the room above someone is on their way.  

Muscle memory is the damnedest thing. I have no reason to hide my entrance. As every letter I’ve received on every holiday and birthday since I left has said, Dellbrook will always be my home. My room still sits, second door on the left, the same as it always has. My mother is back home in New York, not within shouting distance. But all my nights sneaking in and out of this same staircase overtakes my common sense. My feet rush faster than my nerves want, but twenty-seven-year-old Evangeline Pierce isn’t in control anymore. Right here, right now, I am just sixteen-year-old Eve, with a bed that will be checked in ten and a dress caked in mud from the yard.  

The stairs end in narrow walls lined with doors, each bearing a name of a story written long ago, by a man steeped in strange. Eleonora. Black Cat. Ligeia. I pass them all, unwilling to get caught up in the nostalgia of my room, or the ones like it, just yet. Pictures of the staff throughout the years smile out at me in black and white, my own childish face catching my eyes every few steps, giving a historic feel to our modern life. I ignore them, too, as best I can, heading instead for the open room at the back.  

A living room sits before me under an open rafter arch. The pale wood gleams from a fresh coat of stain that the lights pick up. I can just smell the overwhelming Pine Sol scent. A sectional sits on an antique rug, faded between brown and red, with a purple ink stain a few inches from its center. It cradles itself around an old wooden coffee table, the large screen TV it’s facing, out of time from the rest. I avoid it all as I make my way to the glass doors and out onto the iron-wrought deck.  

It’s slick from the rain that now blows sideways onto my face. I let it whip into my cheeks and hair, closing my eyes against its wrath. I think about crying. Letting it all out here where they cannot see. Where there is no proof. Before I have to say words I don’t mean and placate people with stories I’d rather forget. The afternoon is growing dark and I’m running out of time to hide.  

Illness could take us at any moment, too, Evangeline. If you’ve learned anything from the Poes, my darling, let it be that we all must face our demons before it does, my mother said when I told her I didn’t want to come, her recovery keeping her at home. I hated myself for the envy I felt at her excuse, my guilt allowing her words to be true. Forcing me to promise to stay for the week and wallow in the pain of my past. And now was as good a time as any to face them.

My hands twist against the metal of the handrail in one last act of resistance, focusing on the burn of its curves in my palm. Hair lashes against my lips as I release it and spin, tendrils sticking to my gloss as I do. I freeze in the doorway, unable to breathe, let alone move another step.  

In front of me, in the shadow of the hall, a dark suit leans. His feet are kicked out, his body spreading the width of the hallway. Thick black boots, wildly out of place from his trousers, are tossed casually across each other. His hands are in his pockets, shoulders slumped heavily against the wall as if he’s holding the entire weight of history on them. Damp jet-black hair curls around his ears, his eyebrows, his chin. Messy, just like the smirk I know he must be forcing himself to give. His eyes give no quarter, let no secrets slip, and yet I remember everything I need to when he looks at me. Or rather, what I need to forget. 

There is one truth that is universally acknowledged. One lesson the past has tried to teach over and over again. Only the cursed fall in love with a Poe.  

I know my voice is cracking before I can even break my silence—before his name reaches my lips—which is so perfect, it makes me want to laugh. Or cry.

“Oliver.”
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Endless Sky


20 years before





“Evangeline! You’re wrinkling it!” Momma swats my hands away, my fist full of dress falling open, releasing the fabric in waves. 

The gravel in front of us makes my feet sweat, the crushed particles of rock weeping from the humidity. It stretches forever, making my hands itch to hike my dress back up, freeing my legs from the fabric that’s already clinging from the moisture. Only the fear of sitting back in the car, cooked vinyl digging into skin, has me leaving the hem where it is. Momma’s hands brush down the polyester.

“At least it’s not so bad, I s’ppose,” she sighs. “Now c’mon. The faster we climb this road, and the nicer you seem, the better chance these fine people will let us sit in their air conditioning for a bit.”  

I want to run up the sloping hill, to the door, at the thought.  

We’ve never had air conditioning before. Not in our car. Nor in our home when we had one. Home is where your heart settles, is what Momma always says when she’s reminding me not to ask about the small one-bedroom cottage back in Carolina. I never have the courage to tell her it feels like my heart never settles when we’re driving winding roads and sleeping in parking lots.  

We make it to the back steps, a grey metal door standing between us and the chill I know is in there. Momma grabs my hand, cupping my fingers. She looks down at me from the corner of her eye, her back still straight as a pin, and murmurs, “Remember what I said. Only speak if spoken to. Mind your words. Give only what you must.”  

She doesn’t want me rambling away our secrets or letting something slip through my crooked little teeth. I know because that’s exactly what she said on our panicked drive over. I zip my lips with a key that, while invisible, feels heavy. She only closes her eyes, then takes a small step forward to rap her knuckles on the door.  

A maid answers, white apron tied around the paunch of her middle, mouth crooked into a frown.  

“We don’t allow solicitors here,” she says, already closing the door on us.   

Momma steps forward, a look of panic taking over her face, as she reaches toward the screen door.  

“Actually, there was a posting in the paper. You’re looking for a governess?” Momma holds up the newspaper in question. Her voice is calmer than her eyes but even those ease, too, when the maid nods her head and opens back up the door. She gestures for us to come in and wait by the door as she escapes down a dark hallway. Only three steps in the cool breeze and the stick of humidity is already disappearing from my cheeks. My lips tip up, despite Momma squeezing my hand too tight.

The house feels ancient, older even than the movies Momma makes me watch sometimes. Out of focus from the rest of us in the 21st century and stuck somewhere before computers and electricity. Time still ticks by, even when the oddities here don’t, and all I want is for it is to slow some more. The pools of sweat that were trapped behind my knees have dried, and I want to live without the rub of slick grit as long as I can. Too soon, a man comes to the door. He’s squat, a mustache curling at the end of his mouth. He wears black like a starless night. All except for the white gloves that he intertwines in front of him.  

“This way, please. Mrs. Poe will see you in the Nest,” he drawls like molasses is sticking his tongue to his teeth, sounding an awful lot like home. 

Momma pulls at my hand, directing me to walk behind her. The man stops abruptly, causing me to step into Momma’s heels. Her shoulders stiffen, but she does not snap as she normally would. I hurry to give her space, while the man’s beady eyes watch me.

“Does she need supervision?” he asks.  

I know Momma wants to say I do. She worries about the questions I’ll ask. Or the things I’ll snoop through. She mourns my curiosity, saying it’s the worst thing I took from my daddy, and she prays every night that I’ll give it back. But her mouth still creases, eyes filled with doubt, as she shakes her head, no. The man smiles as if this is the right answer. Or as if he wants us to fail.  

“Very well. She can stay here in the kitchen until your interview is complete. Bea will watch for her when she returns.” 

He turns to leave, Momma hesitating only long enough to give my hand a squeeze, a glare her final warning. Stay, it says. And I want to obey. I stand in the kitchen for what feels like forever. The clock ticks on and my heel taps in rhythm. No one comes to check on me. I think I may hear the hum of voices or the creaking of stairs, but neither is loud enough to be sure. The fear of the heat dissipates until I hardly remember consequence at all. I twist my hands in my dress, trying to contain their wandering nature. I can’t.

My feet are moving toward the counters before I realize it. The black marble is slick as I run my dirty fingernails from it to the steel of appliances: a sink, a fridge, a dishwasher. I’m about to open a drawer to snoop when I hear the tiniest scuffle of feet. Spinning, I hide my hands behind me to look as if I am innocent.  

He stands in the shifting light of the afternoon, black hair wisping down his cheeks like feathers on a wing. He’s pale, glowing like the moon, skin striking out from the black of his clothes. Everyone here must be made for darkness. He isn’t much older than me, if at all. There isn’t a scar or a mark to be found, making mine burn in embarrassment at being seen. He steps toward me, hands held out as if I’m a wild thing in need of calming. I smile.  

“Hello,” I say softly, cutting him off out of fear of his accusations being heard by the adults. “What’s your name?”  

He shakes his head, a smirk barely lifting his lips, his trepidation dissolving. His body is so still as he watches me before he answers. 

“Do names really matter, you think? Madeline says they do. That they hold the whole of our history in them. That they deserve to be respected.” He sighs as if he’s lived the full life of an adult instead of the half-measures of a child.  

“What do you think?” I hear myself ask, somehow knowing he needs me to.  

At that, he smiles fully, voice full of mirth. “I’m still deciding.”

As I’m about to ask again for the boy's name, fast steps approach. A taller boy, hair cut short but black as the first, barrels into the space between us. He slams to a stop, hands on his knees as he pants. He swivels his face between us, delighted to find us here. His smile could crack a window with its sharpness as his gaze lands on me. Like a whip, he lashes out, slapping his hand into the chest of the other boy before hightailing it outside. 

We look at each other. The boy’s smile fades, and he sighs, resigned. He drags his feet to me and the sweat that had dried pools again. When we’re face to face, toe to dirty toe, I can see the light green swirl of his eyes, like the tide pools of the coast. He reaches out and swats at my bare arm, leaving the sting of skin on skin. My fingers wrap around the space, appalled.  

“Sorry. It’s rules of engagement,” he shrugs. “You, mystery girl, are it.”  

I take several seconds of standing there to process what he’s said before I slap back at him. He lets me, not moving an inch, just rolling his eyes.  

“You can’t tag back. You’ll have to find Paxton,” he says slowly walking backward, toward the hall.

“And what if I can’t find him?” I huff.

He shrugs his shoulder before turning his back to me. “Then you’ve failed, and you’ll be it forever.”  

With that ominous deliverance, he walks off. Alone in the kitchen once more, I look between the hallway and the open door beside me. There are two options: let these boys think they’ve beaten me, or chase after Paxton and hope Momma doesn’t come back too soon. My feet move before I know what I’m doing, the heat and humidity of the outdoors slapping into me like a bucket of warm water. I pump my legs as fast as they go, unsure of where I’m headed, but knowing I can’t fall much further behind if I have any chance of catching up.

By the time I find him, he’s hanging upside down from the tree we passed on our way up the drive. Its massive branches stretch and sag, as if to defy any rules nature may have for its growth. His arms swing, cheeks bursting red. I run and jump, hoping to slap an exposed hand, before he pulls them across his chest, just out of reach. My eyes squeeze in a curse Momma would ground me into next year for if she heard. He just laughs.

“You couldn’t think it would be that easy, could you?” He swings himself upright and a part of me wishes he’d overshoot, catapulting himself to the ground with me. He doesn’t.  

“You can’t stay up there all day,” I huff, knowing full well I can’t stay here all day either. Every second that ticks by brings me closer to Momma finding me gone. The devilish smile he’s giving me tells me he knows that.  

“In the name of good fair play, I’ll give you a way to win, although I’d like it recognized that I could…” He doesn’t get to finish. 

Momma likes to think there’s a lot I got from my daddy, but my tenacity and dislike of being told anything by anyone? That I got from her. And there is no way on this green earth that I’m going to let this stuck-up rich boy beat me. Or worse—let me win. I know I’m in for a whoppin’ the second my hands grip the bark. My dress is already snagging, and I can feel the rough textures of the tree daring my skin to break. But just like the boy, I don’t let it win.  

I race up the footholds I can find and hang on for dear life to the ones I don’t. I get to the branch before Paxton remembers to move and now, he’s only got two choices: be tagged, or jump. My tongue peeks past my lips in happiness as I crawl on my belly toward him, the justice of exceeding his expectations filling my tummy with butterflies and the dangerous feeling that I can do anything. What I don’t expect is that same feeling being reflected at me by Paxton.  

Before the yell can leave my mouth, he jumps. I scurry forward, my hands flailing to catch any part of him, but I miss. There’s another branch to the side of the one I’m on, large and dipping, bending to the ground like a slide. He grabs onto it, hoisting himself up, then scoots his butt down until his feet plant to the grass. His laughter echoes through the leaves. Anger rises from my toes to the tips of my ears, making the humid day scorching. I expect him to run away again. Instead, he looks up at me, smiling.  

“What’s your name?” he yells.  

I stay silent, unwilling to be friendly through my disappointment and rage. I shuffle backward.

“You can’t go that way. It’ll take you forever and you’ll tear your pretty dress. You’ll have to follow what I just did or jump from there. Tell me your name and I’ll stay right here so you can tag me when you get here. I dare you.”  

He’s calm, the laughter gone. I don’t want to take his offer, but I’m already playing with fire. If I go back to Momma with my dress anymore ruined, she’ll send me off to boarding school, away from the only person I have left—her. I can’t have that. He’s also said the three words that demand I partake. A dare can never be ignored. Still, if my pride needs to be swallowed, I’m at least going to ask for enough to wash it down.

“Fine. I tell you my name and you are it.” I think about it for another moment before adding, “AND you have to tell my momma you forced me to play.”  

He thinks it over, finger dramatically rubbing his chin, before he snaps them together.  

“You have a deal!” he says triumphantly.

I sigh, big and exaggerated, like I’m losing a limb instead of a game. Honestly, I think they feel the same.

“MynameisEve.” I rush the words together, embarrassed to have said them. “Now, how do I get down?”

He makes no move to help me.  

“Eve. That starts with an E?” he asks instead.

My eyes roll. “Yeah. How else would you spell it? Now get me down!”

He shakes his head. “That wasn’t part of the deal. You saw me do it. Surely, you can figure it out.”

The branch creaks below me as my hand fists around it. That little snake. Just as I’m about to let out every curse word I’ve ever heard, the other boy walks up beside his brother, somehow looking both irritated and bored.  

“What are you doing, Paxton? You know Madeline doesn’t like when we torment guests,” the boy says. 

My nose scrunches at the second mention of Madeline, wondering if she’s a nanny or their momma, unused to either possibility.  

“Oliver! I was wondering when you would join us. Eve was just about to find her way down the slide,” Paxton replies.

Oliver looks between Paxton and me for several moments. He must come to some conclusion, a clue I’m still missing, as he steps between me and the branch I’m supposed to jump to. He scowls once at his brother before giving me his attention.  

“OK Eve, I’m going to need you to stand on the branch, knees bent, hands still on it for balance. You’re not scared of heights, are you?” he asks.

I want to tell him, maybe, that I’ve never tested it before today, and that lying here looking down now is making me queasy. But I can’t say it. Not with Paxton still smirking at me. Instead, I shake my head, no, and move into the position he’s told me to. The branch sways only a little, the motion of it sticking in my throat.  

“Now, Eve, this is the scary part. I am going to need you to jump. But not just a little jump, I need you to commit to the jump. Really push. I’m going to stand between the branches so that if you fall, I’ll catch you, but to make it over there, you’ll need to want it. You can do it.” 

I nod. Even though I don’t know if I can. Their legs are so much longer than mine and these worn-down dress shoes don’t want to stay put. But I can’t let Paxton win and I can’t let the grown-ups see me up here, like this, which they will if someone has to come get me down. I move my feet into what I hope is a better position.  

“On my count,” Paxton yells.  

“ONE!” I take a deep breath, hold it.  

“TWO!” I release it, unwilling to let him boss me around, and jump with as much force and power as my body holds.  

I’m flying, weightless. My hands and legs flail, but I feel like I could live in the sky for the rest of my life. The light ease of being suspended, given a single focus that doesn’t allow me to worry or feel anything more than this. At this moment, I know I want to be a star when I grow up, to hang in the sky for eternity. Maybe I, too, am made for darkness. I want the night to take over this cruel summer day and for the star dusted heavens to hold me in place.

The curved branch comes at me fast and I slam into it, stomach first. All the air rushes out of me and taking a breath is impossible. Still, I hold on. I wrestle the rough surface in my palms, desperate to pull my little body up. By some miracle, I do, my face sloping down, staring at the sweet, sweet grass below.  

“Perfect! Now, slide, Eve!” Oliver yells as he comes into view below me, arms stretched out wide. 

So, I do. I slide. Without adjusting myself. Without questioning his directions or the possibility of hitting the ground face-first. Without considering the scars the bark tearing up my hands and wrists might leave. All I think about is the boy who didn’t question my fearlessness and made me part of the sky, waiting at the bottom to catch me.
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Lovelorn Sea


Wednesday, Present





“Eve,” Oliver sighs, eyes closing like he’s finally found salvation. “You look different.” He pauses, slivers of green flashing open. “But not.” 

He’s drunk. I can smell the spicy florals of it from here. I shouldn’t be surprised, but the sting of it still makes my skin itch to pull his face into my hands as he breathes whisky onto my cheeks and ask him what’s wrong, even if I already know. I let the anger I’ve been cramming under my broken heart seep out enough to stop me from doing something we both regret. 

“You know what I mean,” he offers like a truce, hand hanging out between us, his shoulder kissing his tilted chin in a shrug.

He isn’t used to this long silence from me. I can see it in the shift of his feet and prodding his words. Of course, I know what he means. I see it in him too—his cells have aged, but every single one of them is still wholly Oliver, even if they have shifted. I would recognize them anywhere, even when they’re different. I’ve spoken Poe since I was seven years old; even if I hadn't, every part of me has always understood. I was hoping time away from here could heal that, but apparently, you cannot cure your nature. You cannot outrun your truths.

Small trails of rain slick down my skin and I focus on not wiping them away instead of on the curve of Oliver’s mouth. I’ve made a mistake. I shouldn’t be here. I am not ready to be here. But death doesn’t bend to our plans. It doesn’t make space for words like ready and healed. It doesn’t care that I’m here. The rituals of death are for the living, making me unsure what I’m even doing when these people might as well be dead to me, too.

“You look like you’re about to run, Eve.” He sings my name like a sad song I can’t help but want to hear on repeat. “If you do, can I come with you?”

Eight simple words and yet they sound like a sonnet from his lips. Eight words and I desperately want to say yes. I want to pool into a puddle at his feet and let him drag me into whatever adventure he’s seeking next. I want to hear every bit of poetry I know he is dying to spill. Eight simple words and I can almost forget myself. Almost.

But eight words don’t erase eight years. 

They don’t erase the leaving. Or the distance. They don’t erase mistakes and stolen kisses and broken promises. All they do is dig the grave deeper, and for once, loving a Poe to death doesn’t hold any appeal. 

I realize that somehow, I’ve moved closer to him. Right now, I can see the missed button of his Konkikyou blue dress shirt and the dirt marring the top of his boot. Instead of slowing down or changing direction, I push forward, determined to pass him, and make my way to the Nest. Oliver changes tactics, snaking his pointer and thumb around my wrist in a hold that is both easily broken and impossible to escape. My whole-body freezes in time. 

After what feels like an eternity, my eyes dart to his. He’s already staring. Waiting. Patient as a poet and just as beautiful as I remember. I can’t break my silence, for the words that’ll spill out once the dam is broken will be vengeful and wild. Desperate and tattered. Love and war. So, to keep things locked safely away, I quirk my brow, leveling him with my gaze as I do. 

He reads my moods like a favorite novel he’s picked up once again. I watch the creases in his face dip and shift, fluttering from excitement to worry. The small callous on his middle finger from too many sleepless nights holding a pen drifts across my wrist, causing an involuntary shiver. His eyebrows shift in acknowledgment as he does it one more time, for good measure, before releasing me. 

“You can’t stay silent all week, Darkness. Eventually, you’ll need to speak to me with more than just your looks. Although,” he looks me up and down slowly, “I don’t mind looking at you either. Maybe we bring back poetry speak?” 

He’s trying to lure me in with familiarity. His nickname for me honey dripped. Wanting me to give in and play his games while he’s too drunk to remember the consequences that’ll rain down no matter if we win or lose. Poetry speak was a favorite of both of ours. It drove Paxton mad with his inability to keep up, which I suppose was part of the fun. The draw is too overwhelming, the timing of it too perfect to resist. Thousands of quotes flash through my head before I land on the perfect one.

“There is a stubbornness about me that never can bear to be frightened at the will of others. My courage always rises at every attempt to intimidate me.” The words drop into the room like a whisper, pieces falling down long stretches of vowels and rolls of my tongue.

Oliver just tsks softly, stepping closer. “Pride. Prejudice. How fitting. Though Austen is hardly poetry, Eve. Have you lost your edge?” 

My face swells, cheeks tinting pink with every minuscule lean closer to me he gives. A light sparks to life in his eyes, a piece of our past igniting the draw our bodies can’t help but feel. I let myself reach for him, my fingers pulling down the seam of his jacket, trailing his chest. I struggle not to think about it bare, as my gaze follows down, desperate to not let the past pull me under. Before I reach the crest of his belt, I release him, tilting my chin up, and softening my lips as if for a kiss.

“Anything can become a poem if tasted on the lips of a poet… Isn’t that what you said to me?” The night you made me a poem when you still believed you could be more than just a Poe. I don’t say the last part. I don’t need to. We both know what came next. I step back, further into the hall, retreating from this game we’re playing. “Besides, for as doom and gloom, as macabre as you can be, you and I both know the lovesick fool beneath your clothes. Austen has just as much space on your poetry shelves as Edgar.” 

It’s a knife I can feel slipping between his ribs, reminding him of the years between us, and no matter how I want to pretend, the feeling of it exhilarates me. A tiny sliver of the pain he’s caused me, I can give back. Proof that I’m no longer just the girl he left behind. But when I look up and see the strife slackening his cheeks, my heart squeezes. I work to ignore the guilt, turn my back on his dejection, and walk down the staircase instead. 

He follows. 

Angry moths tear through my stomach, battering against my ribs and up into my throat. Eight years ago, he would have let me go. Avoided me. Run into his room and scribbled his notes. Eight years ago, he would have made sure his absence was felt and that we both paid the price for my words. And that’s why, eight years ago, I never would have said it. It seems we’ve both changed.

The echo of his steps surrounds me, the creaks and groans filling the space as neither of us bothers to skip them. My foot barely touches the bottom rung before I realize he is towering above me, stopped mid-way down. I glance back for only a second before deciding to leave him behind. If he’s changed his mind about following me, that doesn’t change the fact that I need to go to the Nest. I’ve delayed it too long as it is.

“Evangeline, wait,” he pleads.

I don’t. I keep moving. He has no choice but to clomp down the stairs and follow me if he wants to tell me whatever it is he’s now desperate to share. He probably has an apology on the tip of his tongue. Or an accusation he’s been clinging to for years. There are a million things he could want to say, and there’s not even one I want to hear. Before I can reach the end of the hall, where just beyond I hear the gathering that’s waiting for me, he calls out.

“He didn’t just die.” 

His words stop me cold, chills racing up my spine, every hair on my body standing on end. They echo in the emptiness of this house. Of my spine, and my resolve. He comes to a stop right above my shoulder, his breath causing my hair to brush wildly against my neck. He eases it from the hollow of my ear. Goosebumps break across my skins as he leans down to whisper a secret, one I beg him to keep to himself.

“I think someone killed Paxton.” 

A choke thunders from my lips. He’s baiting me. Saying things he thinks will prove some theory he has, some fear he’s let grow, by making me react to the news. He must be. If Paxton was murdered, why wasn’t it in the papers? How would Oliver know when everyone else thinks he was sick? Why wouldn’t Madeline be turning over every stone to find the killer instead of serving cocktails in the Nest before his funeral? 

At that last thought, I pause. I’m not sure Madeline would demand justice for the oldest son. Not with her chosen namesake still alive and well, wearing the family name better than any before him. She could be holding the information for a more opportune time, waiting on the precipice of greatness to share it. Another piece of factoid to add to the history books or stoke the flames of fame when notoriety runs low. No one ever pegged Madeline Poe as mother of the year.

Still, someone would do something, right? 

My teeth gnaw at my inner cheek, an anxious ritual that has left me with the taste of copper more than once. Technically, Oliver is doing something. He’s here. He’s drunk. And he’s following behind me, telling me things neither one of us wants to discuss, Paxton, just one of the many walls that have been built between us. Even in my suspicion of his accusation, I cannot write him off. I turn to see him, chest lifting, up and down, in defiance of the stillness. 

“Why?” I ask.

He knows I’m asking more than one question: why me, why now, why us? Why did you leave? Why should I care? Why do you say these things that will only hurt us both? 

He only answers the last.

“Because he told me so.” He looks around cautiously, the dim bass of conversation beyond the walls bringing us back to reality. “I can tell you everything after, but I needed you to know.” 

So, I’d stay. So, I wouldn’t dart from this room the second my past caught up to me. So, he can keep me close until he chooses to set me free. The familiar chains of curiosity wrap around me. He knows I would live within these walls until my dying breath, if only to follow the breadcrumbs he’s laid down. Disgust and hate coil through me. I hate that I’m so predictable. Hate that he knows it. 

“Fine,” I spit. “But I am only here for the week. Whether or not you give me answers, I’m gone on Sunday night.” 

My words are firmer than my actual resolve. I beg them to hold in the depths of Oliver’s hesitation over the years that are lost between us. I need him to forget the girl he knew and replace her with my performance now. He nods, passing by me without a single trace of contact, and I’m left unsure if I’ve won or not. 
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Dead Nights


Wednesday, Present





The Nest is as rich as I left it. Saturated silk fabrics adorn every seat, their black sheen only obstructed by the elaborate gold stitching fitting for any 19th-century style home. Bookcases surround the perimeter while rich mahogany tables are scattered between the couches and chairs, lending the space to set a drink or grab a book for a quick read in their dark corners. Madeline would have you believe it all inherited from Edgar himself, but history tells us the only fortune left by him was his name. 

Chances are, everything here was custom made, orchestrated to fit the depiction popularity made of a man long since dead. A weight every member of this family has passed from shoulder to shoulder. No matter the generation of the heir, the expectations of history never changed. Trinkets of the Poe family were handed down to bolster the reputation that came with it, such as royalty did with their crowns. Except these items were meant to drown you in more than just power. They were meant to burrow into your feelings under the guise of unrequited love. Of death. Of murder.  

Fitting, we would all meet here to say our first intimate goodbyes to the lost son. The performative nature of the whole thing makes my stomach turn. But as much as all of this is the exact opposite of everything Paxton was, I knew he would have loved it. When you’ve lived with your legacy being passed over you in life, it’s only natural to hope it’ll finally be given with your goodbyes.  

Cocktail tables and candlelit centerpieces cluttered the center of the room, forcing the crowd of mourners to be shoved together. Few small groups stray from the throng to huddle in the shadowed corners, whispering amongst their own. My feet step onto the ornamental red rug that holds the main mingling area of the room, and silence descends and my presence is acknowledged.

“Evangeline. It’s so good of you to come,” Madeline Poe, in her spiked black heels, tight black dress, and ornate black veil, drifts to me. The matriarch of the family only by her marriage to Alexander, although you would never know she wasn’t born for this. She grabs both my cheeks in her delicate hands, kissing each before releasing me. 

Her eyes are sharp, flashing from silver to blue, the same as Paxton’s. She looks me up and down, her neck and shoulders bending out of sync, a posture that no ordinary woman would care to hold for a moment, let alone a lifetime, as she undoubtedly has. Stick a needle-thin cigarette holder between her fingers and you would believe she was simply posing for a photo with the way her hips push forward and her back curves into a ‘C’. I cringe at just the thought of how her bones must wish to snap.

In our closeness, I can see the drag of her lips and the creasing of her skin that mourns even when she cannot. A lover of death who’s supposed to smile in the face of her son being taken by its cruelty. She may not openly show it, but she hates this. Or me seeing her vulnerable. A slice of sympathy brushes my heart like a paper cut.  

"Hi, Madeline. It's good to see you again. I am so sorry it's under these circumstances." I squeeze her hand, which has somehow fallen into mine.  

We're both being cold and polite. Even though we're broken. That's what Poe women do. They never have the luxury of falling down rabbit holes or getting lost in temporary insanity. Only the men, with weaker hearts and flowery words, get the privilege. We all have expectations to uphold, and it’s what she demands of me. What she always has. And tonight, in this room full of unwanted memories, I'm more than happy to don the mask for her.  

She nods her appreciation before guiding me further into the room, displaying me to those within.  

"Most of you are well acquainted with our dear Evangeline." She tilts her chin to her husband, Alexander, who winks back at us with a cautious smile. "But for those of you who are not, please know that she is family. She will be afforded the same grace you bestow on us, as she has also lost a great deal." 

My breath catches at the public display. Never has she so openly claimed me, and my guard immediately shoots up. While this is a private gathering, these are not all friends. Apparently, the political balance of wealth asks you to sleep with knives, even at a wake. Madeline has just made a strategic move to let everyone know that I'm in play, an ally in their games, and that Paxton and I shared a great bond. There are many things I mourned when I left this family. This is not one of them.  

My belief in Oliver’s accusations strengthens. I vow to remember this isn’t a normal family with coincidences and meaningless threats. Everything here has a purpose. The hairs on my arms rise in trepidation. Not that this game is unusual, but that this is allowed to happen now and that I’m being herded into the fold is. Oliver’s words play over in my head, and I can’t help my mind from wandering. Is the murderer here? What is Madeline hiding? Whose side am I on? Before I can let my curiosity run any further, I feel Alexander Poe’s arms wrap around me.  

“I am so glad you decided to come. I was worried after we didn’t receive your RSVP…” he whispers down to me.  

All I can do is nod my head in acknowledgment. He has the exact opposite effect on me than his wife, making me melt into him. If there is one Poe I have always been sure of, it is Alexander. His hug warms pieces of me that have been numb for years. Pieces I didn’t realize needed to be thawed. I beg my tears to hold back under the weight of his familiarity, the only father I’ve ever considered good. The only man who hasn’t tried to break me with his love.

“You have grown into a beautiful lady, Evangeline. You must find me once this is done and tell me all about your adventures,” he whispers so softly no one else can hear.

He carefully pulls away, and I can breathe again. My eyes stay dry, at least for now, and I cannot send up enough thank-you prayers for their obedience. He sends me off into the crowd with a nod. I take small steps deeper into the Nest, eyes focused on a dim nook in the back corner where I can hide. The room begins to move and swell, an ocean confined only by the wood and paint covering these walls. Hands are thrust into mine, names from those I don’t already know thrown without caution or intent to be remembered.  

I am adrift until a hand I know as well as my own grasps mine in its warm embrace. The sweet smell of maple dashed with espresso fills my nose, giving me gooseflesh in anticipation, as Oliver bends down to my cheek. He kisses me once, the public greeting I can only imagine every gossip in here has been holding their breath over. I haven’t been heard from in years, and they all know the swiftness and secrecy of our falling out can only mean scandal, no matter how Madeline tried to spin it.

Their eyes burn into us from all corners, whispers waiting to dissect every shift my face makes. Not for the first time, I wonder what Oliver and Paxton have told them in my absence. Did they stick to Madeline’s lie that I was not accepted into Harvard with the boys? That I could only live on their coattails so long? I school my irritation, my hurt, my memories. Here in this den of snakes, I cannot be angry with the past. Or with Oliver.  

I lean into his lips, the shock of them on my skin enough to break me, but I hide away the pieces as we step apart. The slick of my teeth being cooled tells me I must be smiling. Oliver doesn’t return it, but no one would expect him to. If the rumors are true, the writer of heartbreak doesn’t smile often anymore. 

His eyes roam over my face, falling back to lock in with my own. Is he forgetting the past too? Is this how the world starts anew? His voice comes out firm, not loud, but commanding all the same. He wants us to be heard.

“The wind drifts you back. I feel complete now that you’re here, and yet so many pieces are still missing, with Paxton gone. I wish we had reunited under different stars. Still, death is not the end—for any of us—but especially for Paxton. We will lay his name, and his secrets, bare, so as to mourn him properly.”

I can’t control myself from glancing around at the faces that are eyeing us, wondering if Oliver’s veiled words are a threat to someone in this room or if they’re a promise of retribution meant just for us. Oliver and Paxton Poe could not have been more different, but they loved each other fiercely. If Paxton was murdered, Oliver would not rest until he believed justice had been served. That, or revenge.  

Pinpricks spread through my limbs. Not trusting myself to speak, I find Oliver’s hand and tangle my fingers in his, giving a light squeeze. Even though his picture on the jackets of his books I sort at the library does little to me after all these years, being together in the flesh again is electric. His eyes shine brighter, the ghost of a grin threatening to split his drawn features, but doesn’t. It’s just for the watchers.  

I tell myself half-truths that even I can’t fully believe.  

Apparently, Oliver doesn’t either. He seizes my change in demeanor, sweeping our hands into the crook of his arm, never loosening his grip.

“Eve,” he breathes, a plea I know all too well. “I would like to introduce you to a few new friends.” 

He says the word friends as if they are thorns and the word new as if it is painful. I nod, allowing him to guide me away from his parents, who are whispering to the Hortons, who live six houses down. We make our way through a few more people whose smiles are razors, as I pass, making me quirk an eyebrow at their display. Whispers and smiles are weaponized, like heartbeats to the guilty. I make sure to show them I have no shame to hide.

When I’m sure I can take no more of being a spectacle, we stop in front of the literary classics bookcase. Their shelves are meticulously cataloged to contain all the ‘necessary knowledge of the greats before us’, as Madeline has told me many times before. The worn spine of Crime and Punishment nestled almost lovingly against Othello catches me, and I can’t help but wonder if it’s an omen.  

One man looking to be around my age stands in a dark grey suit, absorbed by a woman, at least ten years my senior, who is all but whispering a story to him. Her features are sharp, demanding, showing the calculation of someone who’s been around the board enough to know how to play the game. Everything about her is obstinate, except for her size, which looks as if a strong wind might break her.  

The man beside her, however, is a boulder, average in height, but not in the width of his shoulders or in the trunks he calls legs. The closer I get, the more I realize how mundane he seems. All but his eyes. One, ice blue as an ocean cap. The other, murky brown as the mud in a pond.  

When we approach, the conversation stops, both turning to us, faces stiff, as if we are intruding on something private. The man holds out his hand in greeting. 

“Oliver,” he says as their palms clasp, skin slapping at the force.

“Hey, Issac. Thank you for coming. I wanted to introduce someone very close to both Pax and I.” He gestures his head towards me. “This is Evangeline Pierce. She’s lived with us since childhood. The final letter in the Poe name.”

The old misnomer guts me, but I work to keep my face passive as Issac looks between us, a violent grin lighting his face.  

“Eve! It is so nice to meet you. Pax spoke of you often. It’s almost as if I already know you.”  

His hand is outstretched, but Oliver doesn’t to let my arm go. I’m unable to pull from him without making a scene, leaving me no choice but to use my left hand. Issac takes it, paying no mind to the awkwardness. Instead of shaking it, as I expect, he leans down and presses a light kiss to its top. Oliver squeezes me tighter.  

“Lovely to meet you,” he whispers, eyes lingering on mine. A jolt of fear goes through me, intuition telling me to tread carefully. He lets me go and turns to the woman. “No doubt you noticed the resemblance, but in case not, this is my dear cousin, Emily Monroe.”

I hadn’t noticed the similarities until he’d said something, but now they sit, striking their familiar ties. She doesn’t move to greet me, instead she hardly tilts her chin in acknowledgment. Thankfully, Oliver’s voice interrupts the silence.  

“Issac and my brother were working together on a project to bring the decomposition of dead bodies into becoming living plants to the mainstream. They were working on ways to allow for permitting so families could bury their loved ones on their own properties.” Oliver produces a slick smile, one he reserves for the social climbers and press, as he moves tighter to me. “They were also working on several other cost-effective solutions for people to honor their dead without going bankrupt, from what I understand. You see, the Langleys own practically every morgue in this and the surrounding three states.”  

“Yeah, and there is no one better to go into a morbid, yet necessary, business with than a Poe,” Issac says as he claps Oliver on the back. 

The boys dig into where the project left off, what patents are left, the contracts that need to be found and filed, and what will happen now with Paxton gone. I have trouble focusing on anything more than the brush of Oliver’s fingers at my hip and the way they tap out a rhythm of music I once knew. Somehow the conversation leads into jests of which family is more comfortable with death. As Oliver’s fingers still, leaving only their unyielding pressure on my skin, I look for a distraction and let my focus drift to Emily.  

I’m startled to find she’s already staring at Oliver’s hand on me, a sneer pressed on her lips. She doesn’t shy from me when our eyes meet. Instead, they roll to show how unsatisfactory I am to her. How little she fears my judgement. Before I can determine their characters, or find potentially deadly flaws, I’m being pulled away, back into the chattering swarths, by Oliver.  

We glide to the other side of the room, closest to the door, unaccosted, and huddle close to each other in the corner. Oliver blocks me from the view of the other guests. If anyone were to look over, it would appear we may be up to more than just talking with the way our bodies fill in the space between us as if they were born to it. Maybe they were, once. The moths in my stomach rise at the thought.  

“Most of the people here could have had something to do with Paxton's death.” Oliver’s eyes bore into me. “But those two have the most motive and opportunity. The Langley’s have gotten themselves into some serious troubles over the years. Their reputation has taken a nasty hit, which is why I assume they wanted to work on such noble pursuits. And they haven’t always been friends of the family. Alexander and Madeline despise them. Not to mention that Issac hates Paxton like the jealous fool he is,” Oliver whispers.  

“What about Emily?” I ask, curious about the woman who smiles with her brutish cousin, and has a clear contempt of me. Oliver, lost in his own thoughts, doesn’t seem to hear me. I grab his forearm. “Oliver. What about Emily? You said both of them.”

His eyes lose their glaze as he comes back to me, his stare transfixed on my hand that’s still holding him. “Emily…” he starts, “she’s in love with him. Was in love. With Paxton.”  

He struggles to swallow, more to the story than he’s giving, almost as if he fears what he must say next.  

“Why would she want to kill him, then?” I ask, never seeing the trap.

Oliver looks up at me, resolve hardening his panic. The drunken, romantic fool has fled and in his place is the man I remember leaving behind. My legs twitch in anticipation, begging me to run, my mind catching up too slowly to what my body already knows comes next. 

“I thought it would be obvious. Paxton didn’t give her the time of day. For all I know, he never really talked to the woman. He gave no one a second thought that I’m aware of.” His words are cool as his eyes dance around my face, searching, my gut coiling before he delivers the blow we’ll both feel.  

“Not after you.” He flexes and releases his hand, pumping it like a heartbeat, a tick I thought he left behind long ago. “Please, excuse me. There are a few other people I must speak with.”  

“Oliver. Wait,” I whisper, tears of frustration and guilt threatening to fall, no matter how much I demand them to heel, knowing he’s too far to hear me anymore.   
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