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to my mom, who often recited this poem to me. in hindsight—a little creepy, mom.
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There was a little girl


Who had a little curl


Right in the middle of her forehead.


And when she was good,


She was very, very good,


But when she was bad, she was horrid.





—A nursery rhyme adapted from the poem “There Was a Little Girl” by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow















There was a little girl
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She couldn’t remember the first book she had eaten.


What it had tasted like, how it had felt—the scratch of it as it slid down her throat.


She couldn’t remember why she’d done it. She must have been a baby, a toddler, ripping pages out of a picture book about a talking stuffed animal.


Had the smell of books calmed her down then, as it did now?


Outside, the rain pelted down angrily, it sounded like muffled gunshots on the roof of the bookstore, but inside, inside, surrounded by books, surrounded by the smell of them, she felt calm and tranquil, momentarily at ease, like the past five weeks had never happened.


They’d made it to Maine about thirty minutes ago but the rain had driven them off the highway and into this town with the strange name—Kennebunkport—and Ruth had pulled over and idled on the side of the road until Jane searched bookstore on her phone and found this one.


“We might as well,” Ruth had said. “I don’t want to go any farther until this lets up a little.”


She wasn’t used to driving in the rain—neither of them was. It didn’t rain like this in Los Angeles. If it rained at all, it was a delicate sprinkle that lasted ten or fifteen minutes and ended with a rainbow. Nothing as dramatic as this, sheets of water falling so thickly from the sky that Jane couldn’t see a foot outside the window.


The woman behind the counter was unpacking a box of paperbacks.


“Let me know if you need anything,” she’d said when they walked in. “Although we’ll run into each other soon enough in here.”


It was a tiny store, built in a one-car garage behind a big Victorian house. Jane walked down the center aisle, letting her fingers brush across the spines of books until she found one by Raymond Chandler, a collection of short stories called Killer in the Rain. She pulled it out and held it. The cover featured a woman in a sea of blue water, floating on her back, her hands outstretched over her head, one high heel on, one off.


Ruth squeezed by in the aisle and Jane showed it to her. Her mother wrinkled her nose.


“Because of the rain,” Jane said.


“I’ll be in true crime,” Ruth replied.


She slipped past Jane. Jane brought the book up to her nose and inhaled. It had a sweet, musty smell.


No, she couldn’t remember the first book she’d eaten, but she could remember the first book she’d eaten purposefully. And that was maybe more important.


Her tenth birthday. May 4. The book was Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Jane had the same birthday as Alice Liddell. A happy coincidence she had locked away inside her heart when she’d first discovered it.


She liked to pretend, back then, that she and Alice shared more in common than just a birthday. That they might have been friends, if they’d grown up at the same time. That they might have been as close as sisters.


Jane had always wanted a sister.


She’d asked for a new bike for her tenth birthday, but her parents had gotten her a bright-blue scooter instead.


“You don’t need a new bike, monkey,” her father had said. “Your old one is just fine for now.”


And the scooter was fun; she’d ridden it up and down their street after dinner. But that night, back in her bedroom, getting ready for bed, she felt a dull throb of anger. She hadn’t asked for a scooter. She’d wanted a new bike with a basket and a bell. Her old bike didn’t have either of those things.


Her breath came quicker and quicker. She felt her face go hot. She felt this warm ball of energy forming in the pit of her stomach, this growing anger that was threatening to spill out of her.


She blinked back tears and stared at the book on her lap, and it was like a little light switch had gone off in her head, and she’d thought, Oh, I know.


And she tore off a corner from the first page and put it into her mouth and chewed it.


When she swallowed, she could feel it very distinctly traveling down her throat. She’d imagined she could even feel the tiniest thump as it hit her stomach.


The feeling it brought was like some sort of liquid calm. Like she was Alice, for real, but instead of growing bigger or smaller she grew less angry.


She tore off another little piece.


And another.


And bit by bit—


She ate it.


Just one page.


And the next night, one more.


And the next night, one more.


After one, she felt full. But not a belly full. A happy full. A warm and tingly full. Like the words had dissolved on her tongue and melted into her blood and fixed something inside her. Smoothed out the edges of her ten-year-old brain, all the silly things she got so mad about.


It took her a year to finish the entire book. A page every few nights. Sometimes none, if she was too tired or if she’d had a good day at school, if she was feeling happy.


After a year, she had been left with just the cover, nothing in between it but air.


For her eleventh birthday, she asked her parents to pay for a bookmaking course at the local community college.


She made a journal. Two hundred creamy white pages. She wrote in it as soon as it was finished, the night of her birthday.




I just turned eleven. I like eleven more than ten. Ten felt very IMPORTANT. (She underlined the word important three times.) Eleven feels more manageable. Here are some things about me. My best friend is Salinger Lane. I’m in the fifth grade, and we have our own lockers for the first time. My favorite class is English. I don’t want to get my period. Julie got her period in class and EVERYBODY laughed at her. I wore jeans to school last week and I cuffed them because my mom said they looked good like that and then Brenna and Andrea made fun of me. I don’t know if I’ll keep this journal forever. But for now it’s nice to have somewhere to say things I don’t want to say to Sal or to my mom. Anyway, I’m Jane North-Robinson. I’ll write more later, maybe.





She did write more later, most nights before she went to bed, and for a while that had been enough.


But then it wasn’t enough.


And the second book she had eaten was Peter Pan.


She finished it just as she was filling up the last pages in her first journal.


So she made a new journal.


And on and on and on.


“Have you read The Big Sleep?” asked the owner of the bookstore. Jane blinked herself back to the present and forced a smile.


“Of course,” she said. “Chandler’s first book. It’s genius.”


“Ahh, a mystery fan,” the woman said. “You’ve come to the right place. We only sell mystery books here. A little true crime in the corner and some thrillers thrown in to round everything out. I’ll let in a couple horror books, but they have to be very good.”


“I don’t have a copy of this,” Jane said, holding up Killer in the Rain.


“Appropriate pick for a day like today.”


“Have you read everything in here?” Ruth asked, stepping behind Jane.


“Of course. I won’t sell anything I haven’t read myself. Wouldn’t feel ethical. I’m Paula. Are you visiting from somewhere?”


“Ruth and Jane,” Ruth replied. “We’ve just moved to Maine, actually. From Los Angeles.”


“Some great mystery books set in Los Angeles. The Big Sleep being one of them, of course. Lots of true crime, too. Are you settling in Kennebunkport?”


“We have a bit farther to go,” Ruth replied. “Bells Hollow.”


Paula smiled. “Bells Hollow. Sure.”


“You’ve heard of it?” Ruth asked.


“My two areas of expertise: mystery books and Maine. All these little towns have mysteries, you know. I could tell you a thing or two about Bells Hollow.”


“No. Thank you,” Ruth said quickly. Then her face softened. “We should probably get going. It sounds like the rain is letting up a bit.”


“I’ll get this, thanks,” Jane said, handing Paula Killer in the Rain.


Paula slid behind the counter and Jane spotted an end shelf of books she hadn’t noticed before—Agatha Christie.


“Oh, here we go,” Ruth said, smiling as Jane started pulling out paperbacks. “Agatha Christie’s number-one fan right here.”


“Poirot or Marple?” Paula asked, referring to Agatha Christie’s two most famous characters.


“Poirot, of course,” Jane said.


“My kind of girl,” Paula replied.


“I’ll get this, too.” Jane put a copy of Destination Unknown on the counter. “Can’t pass up this cover.” It featured a robed figure standing in the middle of a confusing background, all swirls of color and shapes. It looked like something Dalí would paint.


“Do you judge a book by its cover?” Paula asked as she picked up the Agatha Christie book and recorded its price.


“Guilty,” Jane said.


“Sometimes you can’t help it,” Paula said, winking. “Especially when they’re as good as this one.” Paula slid the two books across the counter and said, “Nine fifty-seven.”


Jane pulled her credit card out of her wallet and handed it to her. Ruth opened the front door and stepped outside.


“It’s definitely slowed down,” she called back.


Paula took the credit card and ran it through her machine, then paused to look at the name.


“North,” she said softly. “That’s an interesting surname.”


Jane shrugged. “My mom’s side.”


Paula handed the credit card back to Jane. Something had come over her face, a sort of shadow. “You be careful up there,” she said, just quiet enough so Ruth wouldn’t hear. “In Bells Hollow. These old towns all have histories. Some of them are darker than others.”


“Oh. Okay. Thanks.” Jane took the card and the books. She opened her mouth to say something else, but Ruth stuck her head back in the store.


“Come on, honey, let’s make a run for it,” she said.


With a last glance back at Paula—who was still looking at her strangely—Jane shoved the books inside her jacket and followed her mom to the car.


Her stomach gave a weird little flop when she passed the U-Haul trailer they’d pulled all the way from California. Her entire life was in there. Well—what was left of it. Six years of journals. Her sizable collection of mystery books, largely made up of Agatha Christies, diligently collected over the years, old and fragile pulp paperbacks she adored for their often-silly covers and turquoise- and red-edged pages. Whatever clothes she could squeeze into her allotted three boxes. They’d been driving for a week, but it hadn’t gotten less strange seeing the entirety of what they owned shoved into this tiny trailer.


Ruth had cried when they’d reached the large blue sign that said, in three-foot-high letters: WELCOME TO MAINE.


She’d pulled over in front of it and Jane had said, “I guess we’re here?”


“Maine is a big state. It will take another few hours.”


“Hours,” Jane repeated.


WELCOME TO MAINE.


And then it had started pouring.


Jane let herself into the passenger seat and tossed her new books in the back.


“She was kind of weird, huh?” Jane said.


“She runs a mystery bookshop out of her garage,” Ruth said. “I think ‘weird’ is exactly what she’s going for.”


“You’re probably right.”


Jane looked at her mother, then back at herself.


They were both a little worn and rumpled around the edges from a weeklong drive across the country. A week’s worth of diner meals and takeout and fast food that had left Jane’s body feeling heavy and slow. Too many carbs, not enough vegetables. Too much coffee and not enough water. Too much time sitting, feeling shaky and off whenever she had to walk somewhere. Rotating the same two T-shirts and the same two pairs of jeans. She was ready to be out of the car for good. She was ready to burn the car. And the clothes.


“Fuck,” Ruth whispered next to her. Then, “I’m sorry. It just hits me sometimes.”


Jane understood exactly, because it just hit her sometimes, too, even though it had been five weeks since her father’s heart attack and four weeks since the funeral and three weeks since Ruth had revealed they were broke and two weeks since she had announced they were moving across the country and one week since they had set off, all their worldly possessions sold except the precious little they had managed to cram into the trailer.


“Fuck is right,” Jane said, and for a moment she felt washed in anger, a sticky, red-hot anger that threatened to explode out of her like a scream. But she couldn’t lose it now. She had to keep it together, for her mother’s sake. She took a slow, quiet breath and said, in a voice that fell just short of any real emotion, “We’ll feel better when we get there. Just a few more hours.”


“A few more hours,” Ruth repeated.


They hadn’t been using GPS on their cell phones; instead Ruth had stopped at a gas station in every new state they drove through and bought a map, and sat in the car for a moment studying it, planning the route that would bring them farther and farther away from California, the only home Jane had ever known (the only home she had ever wanted to know, and for that reason just the sight of a paper map would, for the rest of her life, create an aching, lonely feeling in the pit of her stomach; she had learned to hate maps, to hate street signs, to hate the mile markers that appeared and then disappeared in the passenger-side mirror).


And so they’d made the entire trip, sometimes listening to podcasts, sometimes to the radio, sometimes to books on tape, sometimes to nothing at all, because something would end and neither Jane nor Ruth would realize it was over because neither Jane nor Ruth had really been listening to it anyway.


But silence in a car wasn’t really silence at all. The whoosh of opposite traffic. The errant horn. The pavement disappearing underneath them. The engine roaring away. The soft huff of air coming out of the vents. It all blended together to create something almost like music.


WELCOME TO MAINE.


Jane didn’t feel welcome at all.


Instead, she felt ambushed—like even the week’s worth of driving hadn’t been enough to prepare her for the inevitability of actually arriving.


And here is something she hadn’t anticipated: Every mile they put between themselves and California felt like it was bringing them further and further from her father.


Jane had loved her father—she’d been devastated when her mother had shown up halfway through second period on the second day of her senior year, reeking of cigarettes (a habit she only returned to on the darkest of days), somehow holding in her tears until they had made it back to the car, putting both hands on the steering wheel but not starting the ignition, staring straight ahead as Jane shrunk smaller and smaller in her own seat. Because somehow she knew what had happened. The details were fuzzy, unknown to her, but the truth was evident, loud, painful: Something had happened to her father.


“Mom?” she’d said, and when Ruth looked up at her, it had felt like her mother was returning from a long journey—her face was clouded over; it took her eyes a full minute to focus.


“Jane, I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry, but something happened. Your father… Jane. Your father had a heart attack. Sweetheart. I’m so sorry. He’s gone.”


Ruth had said more, but Jane hadn’t heard a word of it; her ears were overcome by the sound of her own blood sloshing angrily through her veins, the sound of crashing waves, persistent and loud.


“What do you mean?” she said finally, interrupting her mother, her voice almost a shout. “What do you mean he’s gone?”


“I’m so sorry, Jane. I’m so sorry.”


It seemed like that was the only thing Ruth was capable of saying—I’m so sorry—and each repetition only served to make Jane angrier and angrier. She was aware that her emotions were confused, that she should be feeling sad, not angry, not resentful, not hateful, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it; she felt the way she felt, and she couldn’t do anything to stop it, to correct it.


“But what do you mean?” she’d screamed at her mother, and Ruth had stopped apologizing, Ruth had rested her forehead on the steering wheel and begun to sob.


Jane couldn’t help feeling a pang of that same resentment, now, that same anger, that same rushing in her ears, as she sat, listening to her mother trying not to cry. Because a few days after Greer had died, Ruth had come back from the lawyer’s office quiet, smelling like smoke again, and it took almost a week for her to finally tell Jane the truth: They were broke.


It seemed that lately it was taking longer and longer for Ruth to tell Jane the truth. Full minutes in the car to choke out what had happened to Greer. Days to reveal they were broke. Another week to mention the house in Maine, a house Jane had never heard of before, a house they were now barreling toward at sixty-five miles per hour.


What else had Ruth not yet worked up the courage to tell her daughter?


Greer Robinson (Ruth had kept her maiden name of North; Jane was a North-Robinson) had been a loving, devoted husband and father—but he had shared that one quality with his wife, that propensity for dishonesty. It had always been his dream to start his own business; their life as a family of three had been marked with financial ups and downs as Greer left steady, stable jobs to work for various start-ups that inevitably failed after six months or a year. Eventually, he’d taken their entire savings—apart from a few thousand dollars Ruth had in a separate account—and invested it in a business that had failed very quickly. All the money was gone. He had stopped paying the mortgage on the house months ago. He hadn’t told his wife about any of it.


So Ruth had come up with a plan: They would sell their house in California, barely break even, and move across the country to her mother’s estate in Maine. Emilia North had been dead for two years, and she had left the New England house to Ruth in her will.


“We’ll only have to pay property taxes and insurance,” Ruth had told Jane, like Jane had any idea what those two things meant or what they might cost. “We can manage that. I’ll get a job, and we’ll manage.”


“Why can’t we just sell that house and stay here?” Jane had asked.


“It needs too much work. It would never pass inspection. And there aren’t any mortgage payments. I know this sounds counterintuitive, but I just don’t have the money to sell a house like that.”


Jane glanced over at her mother now. Ruth had been acting stranger and stranger the closer they got to Maine, and now here they were, one hour in, and Jane wondered if she should offer to drive.


But then Ruth took a deep breath, a purposeful breath, and when she looked over at her daughter, her eyes were dry and wide.


“Ready for this?”


“No,” Jane responded bluntly. But she smiled a little. A sad smile that fooled no one.


“Me neither,” Ruth said.


She pulled out of the parking lot.


And when they got back on the highway, Jane almost wished she felt something—a jolt, a shock, a bolt of lightning—just as she wished she’d felt something when they passed the state line into Maine—but it was just the same as every single mile since California.


Just another mile marker disappearing into the distance behind her.
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It took just over four hours from Kennebunkport, with a bathroom break and a stop for lunch and a gas top-off and two cups of cheap coffee so hot Jane couldn’t even take a sip for fifteen minutes.


They passed a sign that said: WELCOME TO BELLS HOLLOW. EST. 1680. “LITTLE PLACE IN THE FOREST.”


“Little Place in the Forest,” Jane read. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“A lot of these old towns have slogans like that,” Ruth replied.


“Weird.”


“There’s a Blueberry Capital of the World not far from here.”


“I don’t like blueberries,” Jane said, perhaps because she was determined not to like anything about Maine, including any of its seasonal fruits.


Ruth smiled. “Me neither.”


Another five miles down a quiet, tree-lined road and Ruth slowed the car and made a right-hand turn onto a street with no street sign. Jane thought maybe Bells Hollow was so small that it didn’t even need street signs. Maybe the postal workers knew everybody by name. Maybe they didn’t even have mail here.


They drove for a half mile more. There were only a few houses on the street, set far back from the road and from one another, big houses with big yards and big, long driveways. Each lot was cut out of dense woods, the dark trees skirting the edges of the property lines.


“Little Place in the Forest,” Jane whispered.


They were slowing down; Ruth gripped the steering wheel tightly, and gently eased the car to the side of the road. They were at the very end of the street. Jane looked past her mother out the driver’s-side window and there it was—North Manor, a house Jane hadn’t even known existed until her mother had slid an old Polaroid across the kitchen counter that night two weeks ago.


Like the other houses on the street, North Manor was set back from the road, a large colonial-style mansion with three gables at the front and four white columns supporting a white-railed balcony. The nine windows at the front had black shutters. There were two brick chimneys at either end of the house, and a faded brick path leading up to the front door.


In the Polaroid, the house had been pristine in its beauty.


Now, though, it was barely recognizable as the same place. All but two of the windows were smashed. One was boarded up completely. Two shutters hung at haphazard angles, and the grass was overrun with dandelions and looked like it would come up to about Jane’s shins. The brick path was littered with patches of weeds that had pushed aside the stone and made everything uneven.


“Jeez,” Jane whispered.


They hadn’t gotten out of the car. Jane didn’t even think her mother had looked up at the house yet; she was staring very purposefully at the center of the steering wheel.


“Mom?”


Ruth blinked rapidly and looked over at her daughter, keeping her eyes down. “What does it look like?”


“You want an honest assessment?”


“Please.”


“It sort of looks like one big tetanus trap.”


“Okay,” Ruth said, nodding.


“Are you going to look?”


“I’m going to look.”


“Soon?”


“Soon.”


A few seconds passed. Jane saw her mother’s lips moving quickly, silently—some private countdown she didn’t want to intrude on.


Then Ruth took a breath, lifted her eyes, and looked out the window at the place where she’d grown up.


Jane had only ever lived in their small house in the Valley. She couldn’t imagine leaving it, like her mother had, and returning so many years later to find it in near ruins.


“You okay?” Jane asked.


“Oh, I don’t know,” Ruth said, sighing. “Look at this place. It’s a mess. I should have come back here so much sooner.”


“Did all this happen in two years? Since Grandma died?”


Ruth frowned. “I don’t think your grandmother was in her right mind the last few years of her life. I think she just let it go.”


“But it’s okay? For us to live here?” Jane asked. “Without, you know, contracting a staph infection or something?”


Ruth laughed. “The windows are the main thing. I called ahead and had them measured. They’ll start to replace them in the next few days, before winter sets in.”


The phrase winter sets in was entirely alien to Jane. In Los Angeles, winter meant it was sixty-five degrees out for a few weeks and people leaped at the chance to wear too-heavy jackets and floppy beanies. She had seen snow on a family trip to Tahoe when she was twelve, and she remembered it being exciting at first—but that excitement had worn off when her boots soaked through and she’d lost feeling in her toes.


Jane opened the car door and slid out. It was colder than she’d expected; there was a bite to the air that even the chilliest nights in California hadn’t managed to carry, and there was a breeze that blew Jane’s waist-length, wavy blond hair around her face. She caught it in her hands and trapped it in a low ponytail.


Jane heard Ruth’s door open and shut, and a few moments later, she was standing next to her, staring up at the house.


“It’s freezing,” Jane complained. “It’s only the beginning of October! Isn’t this supposed to be fall? I thought fall was, like, a gentle breeze and a pumpkin-spice latte.”


“That’s September,” Ruth replied. “October is basically early winter. Although we can still get you a latte, if you want.”


“Maybe later,” Jane mumbled, just as a gust of wind blew across the front yard, raising goose bumps on her arms and the back of her neck.


Ruth put her arm around her daughter’s shoulders. “I know none of this is what we wanted. If there was any way we could have stayed in California, honey…”


“I know.”


“We just owed too much on that house. I never would have been able to catch up. And Los Angeles is so expensive. It’s two lattes for the price of one, here.”


“I know.”


“And I love you very much, and I promise this won’t be forever. You’ll be applying to colleges this year. You’ll get into one back home, and you’ll go, and I’ll eventually sell this place and follow you there with my tail between my legs. We’ll make it work.”


“I know.”


“Can you say anything except I know?”


“He chose the worst time to die,” Jane said, just a little morbid humor between mother and daughter that made Ruth smirk and nod in agreement.


“Tell me about it. He certainly did throw a wrench in things.”


Jane had a flash of her father lying in his casket, looking waxy and strange in death, no outward signs of the heart attack that had killed him.


In the flash, his hands were clasped on his chest. He was holding a wrench.


Jane’s mouth felt suddenly chalky and dry.


“Mom—how come you never came back here?” Jane asked, a little nervous all of a sudden, like the chill of the air had worked its way into her skin and settled itself in her belly, to twist and writhe like some alive thing.


Ruth hesitated. It felt to Jane like she was deciding what to say, like she was carefully arranging her words into the most appropriate order. Jane thought back to Paula at the bookstore, the strange look that had come over her face, the way she had told Jane to be careful. Finally, in a forced kind of way, Ruth said, “It isn’t always easy. Returning to the past. Now, come on—let’s get inside and have a look around.”


She started walking to the house.


Returning to the past… Jane turned the phrase over in her head as she followed Ruth to the front door. She didn’t understand what it meant, or what it might be like to not want to return to the past. That was all she wanted to do; all she wanted in the entire world was to rewind, start the tape over, go back a few weeks or months and try a do-over, get her dad back and drag him to the doctor’s office before it was too late, fix whatever had gone wrong in his body that had made his heart turn against him.


Ruth fit the key into the lock, fumbling just a little to get it to move. When she finally pushed the door open, a wave of dusty, stale air hit them.


It was the smell of disuse, of empty rooms, of empty hallways, of two years without anyone walking around, without any air circulation. It was like mothballs stuck into the backs of closets, that sickly sort of smell that caused your throat to go dry, your saliva to evaporate.


It was a thick thing, a heavy thing. The feeling of neglect seemed to radiate from all around them. They stood in the doorway, peeking in, letting their eyes adjust to the dim light, and then Ruth stepped inside and Jane followed her and there it was, that phrase again, because walking through the front door felt exactly like returning to the past, in such a quick, immediate way it left her feeling a little dizzy.


Like walking through a familiar room in the dark and missing your step, knocking your hip into a chair you could have sworn was three feet away from you.


Like raising your hand to wave at someone in a crowd before realizing it isn’t who you thought it was at all.


Like a hollow swoop in the pit of your stomach from standing up too fast.


“What is this place?” Jane whispered.


Ruth actually laughed—and her laugh helped break the spell a little, helped return Jane to reality.


“It won’t be that bad once we fix it up,” Ruth promised.


“It’s like the creepy house in And Then There Were None,” Jane said. It wasn’t one of her favorite Agatha Christie novels, but the house on Indian Island gave her the chills just like North Manor did. She wouldn’t be surprised if a spooky voice started playing out of a gramophone, announcing their crimes.


Whatever Jane’s crime was, she was sure the punishment was too great to fit.


“I don’t remember that one,” Ruth murmured. She flicked the light switch next to the door—nothing. “Shit. That should have been on by now.”


“We are absolutely going to be murdered,” Jane said.


“This is not an Agatha Christie novel,” Ruth replied sensibly. “Get your cell phone out.”


Jane took her phone out of her pocket and checked it. “Great. No service. We are definitely going to be murdered.”


“Stop being so dramatic and turn the flashlight on.”


Jane did.


In the soft beam of the light’s glow, the foyer looked even spookier than it had a few minutes ago.


There was a faded Oriental carpet running the length of the hall; a wide, open staircase spun upward and disappeared into shadow; and the banister and entranceway table were covered in a thick blanket of dust.


Jane couldn’t imagine this house filled, as it once was, with people—let alone her mother as a child, her mother as a baby, her mother as a teenage girl, attending school and kissing boys and doing homework and playing games.


“It’s cold in here,” Jane said.


“The heat was supposed to come on with the lights,” Ruth replied.


Their house in California hadn’t even had heat. Jane looked over at her mother. She seemed to have shrunk two inches; her shoulders were hunched and sagging, her arms folded on her chest like she was trying to make herself as small as possible.


“How are you holding up?” Jane asked.


Ruth shrugged. “Not sure. You?”


“Not sure,” Jane repeated.


Ruth took a step forward. She rubbed at a spot on her left wrist, then she reached her hand out and placed her palm flat on the banister. “I broke my wrist on this staircase,” she whispered. “I slid down the whole thing on a trash-can lid.”


“Sounds unsanitary.”


“My mother almost killed me. I think she would have, if she hadn’t first needed to drive me to the emergency room.”


Jane had only met her grandmother three times. Emilia North had visited for Christmases when Jane was four, eight, and twelve. They had never gone east to see her.


She doesn’t like visitors, Ruth had explained once.


“Where should we start?” Jane asked.


“This way,” Ruth said, and walked through an open doorway into a big sitting room. Someone had taped cellophane over the broken windowpanes, and some bigger pieces of furniture were covered with dusty, yellowed sheets. Jane could make out the shape of a piano in one corner; a large bookcase or hutch against one wall; a long, low sofa in the middle of the room.


“Who played the piano?” Jane asked.


“My father.”


Jane had never met Chester North; he had passed away when she was just five years old.


She wondered, now, whether it had hurt her mother to lose her father as much as it had hurt Jane to lose hers—


It must have.


“That’s a 1925 Steinway,” Ruth said. “We could sell it. It would probably pay for your first year of college.”


They walked into the next room. And the next room. An endless stretch of rooms, each with its collection of sheet-covered furniture, each alike in its feeling of loneliness.


They kept walking until they reached a room at the far end of the house. An enormous fireplace took up much of one wall. “We’ll sleep in here tonight,” Ruth said. “We’ll light a fire. We should be nice and toasty.”


“Are there doors?”


“Mais oui. Observe.” Ruth hooked a finger into the pull of a pocket door and slid it out of the wall.


“So fancy,” Jane said.


“I know, that’s why I said it in French.”


“So we’ll just sleep on the floor?”


“It’ll be like we’re camping.”


“We hate camping.”


Ruth sighed. “Yes. I know we hate camping.”


“But a fire will be nice,” Jane added quickly. “Can we get stuff for s’mores?”


“Now you’re talking. Come.”


She led Jane through a door to a dining room at the back of the house, a dining room bigger perhaps than their entire house in California, with a long table made of dark wood and tall, wide windows that overlooked the backyard.


“Fancy again,” Jane said.


“I hated eating in here,” Ruth replied. “We only used it for company. Boring dinner parties. When it was just the three of us, we ate in here—”


And she darted off to the left, through another set of open pocket doors that led into a large, roomy kitchen—high ceilings and a double oven and a fridge you could fit an entire person inside. There was a recessed nook at the back of the house with a little kitchen table and chairs. There was enough light back here that Jane turned her flashlight off and put her phone back in her pocket. She wandered around. She opened a cabinet and found a dusty set of antique china. Another drawer held various kitchen utensils. Another drawer held a set of delicate glass mixing bowls.


North Manor had become like a time capsule, she realized—unchanged and preserved in the absence of occupants.


There was something in the air here, some smell that came in through a broken windowpane, where the cellophane had come unstuck and was flapping in the breeze. It was a sweet smell, an out-of-place smell, the smell of…


“Is that roses?” Jane mused aloud, walking over to the window and peeking out.


“Hmm?”


“I think I smell roses.”


“It’s not the season for them,” Ruth said distractedly, running a finger across the table to see how much dust had accumulated there.


“You don’t smell them?”


Ruth came over to the window. She wiped her hand on her jeans, then ran her fingers through Jane’s ponytail.


“I hate roses,” she said.


She walked out of the kitchen, through a bare pantry to a hallway that ran from the front of the house to the back. Jane followed.


Ruth paused in front of a heavy wooden door with an enormous brass handle. She tapped it.


“This was my father’s study.”


She opened the door.


It was darker in here—the two windows at the back of the room were covered in thick green, velvet curtains. Ruth went and opened them, and Jane imagined the room hissing at being exposed to light after all those years.


The walls were covered with dark wood paneling and the air had a lingering smell of old tobacco. There was a massive desk that took up most of the space. The walls behind it contained floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, completely stuffed with old hardcovers.


Jane felt a twinge in her gut. Something deep stirring inside her. A longing for comfort she tried her best to ignore.


“I was never allowed in here,” Ruth said, smirking a little.


There was a pen case on the desk. Jane opened it and pulled one of the pens out; it was an expensive-looking black, heavy thing that said Montblanc on the side. She pulled her phone out of her pocket to see if it might be worth something, but she still didn’t have service.


She raised the phone above her head, moved to the window, did a little dance—


“I wouldn’t hold your breath,” Ruth said.


“Nobody would find our bodies for weeks,” Jane muttered.


“Relax, Detective Poirot. Let’s keep going.”


Ruth left the room, and Jane took a moment to replace the pen in its case. When she stepped out of the office, her mother had already disappeared. Jane shrugged and went left, toward the back of the house. The smell of roses was overwhelming now; how did Ruth not notice it?


The hallway ended in a little mudroom. There were hooks on the wall for coats and a shoe rack by the door. A pair of galoshes; a pair of house slippers; a pair of old, dirty white sneakers.


Jane had the feeling, again, that the house was like a time capsule—like a glimpse into the last hours and days of her grandmother’s life. Emilia Banks North had passed away in her sleep, found the next day by the nurse who visited every morning. Jane imagined nurses were trained for things like that. Maybe it was nothing more than a gentle shock: finding your employer dead.


Emilia had left everything to Ruth, her only heir.


And then Greer had lost it all.


Well—except for this house.


Jane looked at the mudroom door. It had a window in it that was cracked but not broken through. It was as if something had been thrown at it—there was a small point of impact with splinters spreading out around it like a spiderweb.


She opened the door and the cold hit her at once—a big blast of it that chilled her completely. The backyard was in the same state of disrepair as the front yard, but Jane could tell just by looking at it how beautiful it had been once, when it had been maintained. There was a great fountain in the middle of a large expanse of grass, with different stone paths branching out from it in a wagon-wheel pattern. There were little patches of garden—now overrun and dead with the cold—that at one time must have been lush and flourishing.


Jane walked out to the fountain. It was bone-dry now, the stone covered with a thin fuzz of old moss. She looked back to the house and saw a light turn on in a second-floor room. So the power must have finally kicked on. She gave a little wave to the shadow that passed in front of the window and checked her phone again. Still no service.


It must have been all the trees; the backyard was completely surrounded by them.


Jane had never been one to be easily spooked—she spent most of her free time reading mystery books and watching horror movies—but she couldn’t help feeling just the tiniest bit creeped-out in this place. Maybe it was because everything was so brown and brittle. Maybe it was the rustle of fallen leaves blowing against stone walkways in the breeze. Maybe it was the smell of roses. The smell and… Wait a minute. There were roses. She could just make out the bright spots of red and pink and orange at the far end of the lawn. She knew it! It felt nice knowing something could survive out here. Jane started walking toward them.


Ruth had said it wasn’t the season for roses, but she had never had much of a green thumb—they hadn’t even had a grass lawn back in California; instead, their property was filled with succulents and mulch and little patches of small rocks. Greer had called the style drought-tolerant ; Ruth had called it low-maintenance.


Maybe roses were low-maintenance, too, and that was why they were the only thing, besides the shin-high grass, that had survived the years without tending.


But they weren’t just surviving, Jane noted as she got closer, they were thriving—lush, green plants that vined up white arbors to form a covered walkway. Up close, the smell was thick and heavy and made Jane a little dizzy. She sat on a white bench and took the closest blossom in her hand. It was a deep, vibrant red. So bright she felt like she could eat it.


The wind whistled outside the arbor and eventually she realized she could hear something else—Ruth, calling her name.


She stepped out of the protection of the rosebushes and waved at her mother. Ruth hurried over, hugging her arms across her chest for warmth.


“I told you I smelled roses,” Jane said excitedly, pointing.


“These should be dead already,” Ruth replied. “Jesus, it really is freezing. Let’s go get a few things for dinner.”


“And s’mores.”


“And s’mores.” Ruth took Jane’s hand and pulled her back toward the house.


“You didn’t even look at the roses,” Jane whined.


“Honey, my toes are going to fall off. You were right about the roses. Would you like a medal?”


“Rude.”


“Freezing,” Ruth retorted.


Jane looked up at the house. It was dark again. The light in the upstairs window was off.


“Well, at least the electricity’s finally on,” she said.


“Not yet. I just checked,” Ruth replied. They reached the mudroom door and stepped into the house. Ruth flicked a light switch on and off. Nothing happened.


“But I saw a light upstairs,” Jane said.


“Are you trying to scare me? I think the fear part of my brain is frozen solid.”


“No, I’m not trying to scare you. I saw a light. And I saw you at the window.”


“I didn’t even go upstairs. There might have been an electric surge or something.” Ruth shrugged. “I didn’t notice anything.”


“A surge?”


“These old houses have old wiring. Old everything. I’ll call the electric company from the car.”


“Old wiring sounds like a fire hazard,” Jane said.


“Not everything is going to cause your imminent demise, my love.”


Jane wasn’t so sure of that.
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There was only one grocery store in town, a tiny co-op with low ceilings and poor lighting but plenty of organic produce. They got tomato soup for dinner; bread, butter, and cheese to make grilled cheese sandwiches; and stuff for s’mores. Ruth made a fire and assembled the sandwiches on a cast-iron skillet, which she put over the embers. She heated up the soup in a saucepan next to it.


“You are a true mountain man,” Jane observed.


“My father made me go to Girl Scouts,” Ruth replied. “He was afraid if I didn’t do something outdoorsy, I’d turn into one of my mother’s society ladies. Or even worse—I’d turn into my mother herself.”


“Emilia wasn’t that bad, was she?”


“She was on her best behavior when you saw her. She could be a proper pain in the ass, though. I was sent to my room once for not remembering which of my many forks was for salad.”


“And yet you slid down the staircase on a trash-can lid.”


Ruth smiled proudly. “That was my dad’s influence.”


“I wish I had met him,” Jane said.


“Yeah, I wish you had met him, too. He was a good guy.”


“Like Dad?”


“Couldn’t be more different.” Ruth laughed. “Chester was always a little… I don’t know. Hesitant. Reserved. I think it maybe came from living with my mom all those years. But still, every now and then, when she wasn’t looking, I think I got a glimpse of who he might have been.”


“Honestly, Emilia sounds like a real piece of work.”


“My dad once compared this house to a mousetrap,” Ruth said conspiratorially. “You let your guard down and all of a sudden you’re trapped for life.”


“But you left.”


“Yeah. I left. And look at me—right back where I started.”


“Are you okay?” Jane asked, because Ruth’s eyes had become unfocused; she seemed distant and strange.


She took a moment to answer. She looked up at the ceiling, then stared into the fire. “I don’t know,” she admitted finally. “It’s weird. I never thought I’d be saying this, but… I miss her. Emilia. Being back here makes me miss her.” She bit her lip, paused again, folded her hands in her lap and interlaced her fingers. “When she died, I felt so many things. This rush of pain, of sadness, of guilt, of regret. I should have come back to see her. I should have moved her out to California with us after my dad died. I should have done more to take care of her. But I don’t know. I don’t know that she really did that much to take care of me.” Ruth closed her eyes, and when she opened them, they were red and wet, and Jane reached over and took her hand.


“I’m sorry, Mom.”


“I’m sorry, too, because now you know what it’s like. To lose a parent,” Ruth whispered. “It’s a terrible thing. And yours was so good. So much better than mine.”


Jane was crying now, too, and they sat in silence for a few minutes, holding hands, crying, letting their soup get cold.


“I want you to know that I’m here for you, Janie,” Ruth said. “I never want you to feel how I felt with Emilia. I never want you to feel like you have to go through this alone. You can always come to me.”


“I know,” Jane said. “I know.”


“Grief is different for everyone,” Ruth continued. “There’s no right or wrong answer. Just remember that, okay?”


“Okay, Mom.”


“For example, sometimes grief is crying onto your grilled cheese sandwich,” Ruth said, wiping at her cheeks.


“Does it make you feel any better that these look like the best grilled cheese sandwiches ever made? Tears or no tears.”


Ruth smiled. “It does, a bit, yeah.”


“Let’s do this.”


They ate cross-legged in front of the fireplace, dipping their sandwiches into the bowls of tomato soup. The food and the fire warmed Jane’s body until her skin had a faint pink glow to it, and neither of them spoke until there were only a few crumbs left on their plates.


It was only after they’d eaten two s’mores each and cleaned up all the dishes, leaving them out to dry on the counter, that Jane felt the first wave of fatigue wash over her.


“Oy,” she said.


“Same,” Ruth agreed.


They’d brought in sleeping bags and pillows from the back seat of the car, and they spent a few minutes getting everything unrolled and set up.


“Is it okay to leave this burning?” Jane asked, already buried in the sleeping bag, just the tip of her nose showing, her voice muffled.


“It’ll be fine. We need the warmth,” Ruth replied.


A few moments of rustling as Ruth settled into her own sleeping bag. As soon as she was still, the only noise was from the fire, crackling and popping as it burned away. Behind that, if she strained her ears, Jane could hear nothing but an overwhelming silence. She almost said something, but she realized Ruth was already sleeping, snoring gently, passed out in ten seconds flat.


Jane rolled over onto her back, the fire warming the right side of her face, the left side feeling abruptly chilled.


So this was it. The first night of her new life. She pulled her phone out of the sleeping bag and checked it. Still no service. She hadn’t even texted Salinger—her best friend back home—to let her know she’d made it.


She opened her messages now, even though the phone was useless, even though the battery was almost dead. She wrote a text to Sal. I miss you so much. I hate it here. I want to come home.


She didn’t hit Send. She clicked back to her messages. She scrolled down until she found Dad.


The last message he’d sent her said: Outside!


He’d been picking her up from Sal’s house. The night before his heart attack.


Jane ran her thumb over the text.


Outside!


She squeezed her eyes closed and imagined he’d just sent that text, that he was outside now, waiting for her, the heat blasting in his old pickup as he drummed his fingers against the dashboard in time to whatever was playing on the radio.


She almost imagined she could hear his truck idling, the driver’s-side door creaking as he opened it and stepped out onto the driveway, his faint footsteps as he walked up to the front door, to knock lightly, to come and fetch her since she didn’t have any cell service to respond to his text. She almost imagined she could hear those knocks—tap-tap-tap—and then her eyes opened suddenly, because she had heard them, or no, of course she hadn’t, she’d just been concentrating so hard, trying to hear them, that she’d tricked herself into believing they were there.


She sat up in her sleeping bag, wiping at her eyes (had she started crying again, or had she never really stopped?), peering into the darkness of the house, the flickering shadows that the fire cast on all the walls, the unfamiliar shapes of furniture jutting out of the floor like icebergs.


Tap-tap-tap.


She froze.


She’d heard it that time, she was sure she had, and she was up and on her feet, running to the window at the front of the house, pushing the cellophane aside to peer out of the dirty, cloudy glass.


The moon was bright in the sky. The driveway was empty. Of course the driveway was empty, because her father was dead and his pickup truck had been repossessed and he would never again come to pick her up, never again come to drive her back home.


Tap-tap-tap.


It was only an old tree, the wind knocking it against the side of the house, its branches clicking against the windows like long, dry fingers.


Tap-tap-tap.


Grief is different for everyone, Ruth had said, and maybe Jane’s grief manifested itself in visions, in thinking she could almost see the outline of Greer’s truck in the driveway. Almost. But when she blinked—it was gone.


She was still holding her phone. She looked down at the screen now, open to her father’s text, and felt a heavy, cold ache in her stomach.


Outside!


She looked out the window once more.


She’d give anything—anything—if that were true.
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Although Ruth had told her she could wait until Monday to start school, Jane woke up early the next morning and got dressed while her mother slept. It was Friday, and Jane figured it would be nice to ease into it, to have only one day of school and then a weekend, instead of five straight days of classes.


She made instant oatmeal they’d bought at the co-op and ate it standing over the kitchen sink. She kissed Ruth on the forehead before she left. Her mother mumbled and rolled over; she’d never been much of a morning person.


The bus stop was at the beginning of the street, a ten-minute walk. It was a gray, chilly morning. Jane wore a flannel and her jean jacket, and after three minutes her fingers were numb. Jane was sure she’d be the only senior riding the bus. In California, she had walked to the high school or else gotten a ride with Sal and her brother.


She reached the end of the street and looked down the road. She could just about see the bus now, about a quarter mile away, making the occasional stop, dutifully extending the bright-red stop sign.


Another minute and then it was pulling up in front of her, brakes screeching, and she climbed the steps before she could change her mind.


The smell hit her first; it was like she was eleven years old again on the first day of middle school. It was the smell of whatever plastic they used to make the drab brown seats, the smell of a dozen packed lunches, the smell of unwashed hair and sweaty skin and runny noses.


All school buses were the same.


She tried not to cry.


She took an empty seat in the middle of the bus and pulled out her phone, staring at it until it lit up with a couple of bars of service. She sent a message to Sal:


Got to Maine yesterday. Haven’t had service. I’m omw to school now. I miss you so much and I don’t feel good, slept on the floor and will never be warm again. Also will definitely be murdered in this house. Other than that everything is great.


It was a thirty-minute ride to the school. Bells Hollow High School was a small, unassuming building, nothing at all like her enormous high school back in California, which was brand-new and housed over fifteen hundred students. There were currently eighty-one seniors at Bells Hollow High.


Well—the fewer students, the easier it would be to avoid them all.


She pushed through the double doors and walked into the front office, which was right across from the entrance.


“Hi,” she said to the woman at the front desk. “I’m Jane North-Robinson. It’s my first day.”


“Jane, of course! It is so nice to meet you. I’m Rosemary,” she replied. “This is a lovely surprise; we weren’t expecting you until Monday!”


Jane forced a smile and shrugged. “I thought—why wait?”


“I like that attitude! I have all your paperwork ready somewhere.…” Rosemary opened a filing cabinet next to her desk and pulled out a manila folder. “Your locker assignment is in here, and your schedule of classes. Let me just call Alana—I think I saw her walk in a few minutes ago. She’ll be your buddy. It’s something we do here; we just find it’s really helpful to have someone you can turn to with all your questions.”


Rosemary lifted a telephone receiver from her desk and Jane heard the announcement system crinkle to life in the hallway.


“Alana Cansler to the front office please,” Rosemary said into the receiver. She hung it up and smiled at Jane. “So, how was your trip here?”


“Fine,” Jane said. “Thanks.”


“What do you think of Bells Hollow so far?”


“I haven’t really seen that much of it. It seems nice.”


Rosemary seemed to have exhausted her supply of small talk. She smiled a bit awkwardly until the door opened behind Jane, then she lit up and said, “Oh, here she is now! Alana, dear, this is Jane!”


Jane turned around. Alana was a white girl with shoulder-length brown hair, bangs, and tortoiseshell glasses. She was wearing overalls with a white long-sleeved shirt underneath. She stuck out her hand energetically, and Jane took it.


“Nice to meet you!” Alana said.


“It’s nice to meet you, too.”


“Why don’t you two get going; Alana, will you show Jane to her locker? Jane, if you need anything, just let me know, all right?”


“Thanks,” Jane said.


“I thought you weren’t starting until Monday?” Alana said as soon as they were in the hallway.


“My internal clock is a mess. I woke up super early. It was either this or help my mom clean.”


“You’re from California, right? This way.” She led Jane down one of the hallways that branched off from the main entranceway.


“Los Angeles,” Jane confirmed.


“I’ve always wanted to go to California. Is it nice?”


“I love it, yeah.”


“Well, Bells Hollow isn’t that bad. As your first-day buddy, I’m supposed to tell you it’s amazing, but it’s definitely not amazing. It’s just not bad. It’s fine.” Alana laughed. “Sorry, I should be selling it more. This is you.”


They’d reached locker 101. Jane consulted the paper that Rosemary had given her and found her combination. She opened it on the first try, put her jacket inside, then closed it.


“So have you seen much of the town yet?” Alana asked. “Where do you live?”


“I live in my grandmother’s old house,” Jane replied.


“Oh, who’s your grandmother?”


“Emilia North.”


Alana blinked. “Emilia North?” she repeated.


“Did you know her?”


“It’s a small town; everybody kind of knows everybody.” Alana paused, fidgeting a bit. “Do you mind if we stop at my locker first? We still have a minute.”


“Sure, of course.”


Alana’s locker was in the next hallway; it just took a few seconds to reach it. She opened it and started pulling books out, then asked, “So… you live in North Manor?”


“Yup.”


“It’s been empty for a while.”


“Two years. Since my grandmother died.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Thanks. I didn’t really know her that well.”


Alana zipped up her backpack, shut her locker, and turned to Jane. She looked a little embarrassed.


“What?” Jane asked.


“It’s so stupid.”


“Just tell me.”


“I feel like a jerk. But if I don’t tell you now, someone is definitely going to tell you eventually.”


“Tell me what?”


“It just has a nickname. That house.”


“A nickname?” Jane repeated.


“Like… a not-nice nickname.”


“Okay.…”


“People call it the creep house. It’s so juvenile, I know.”


“Creep house?” Jane laughed. “I can think of at least a dozen more imaginative names for that house.”


“I didn’t say it was imaginative,” Alana said, smiling. “But still, it’s rude. People here are just bored. There’s not a lot to do, you know? The closest movie theater has been closed for renovations for two years. What’s California like? I’m sure there’s just, like, too much to do, right? On Friday nights do you just go hang out with celebrities?”


“There are a lot of celebrity meetups, yeah,” Jane said seriously. “They get kind of boring after a while.”


“And was everyone… You know?”


“Was everyone what?”


Alana gestured at Jane’s hair. “I mean… So blond?”


Jane laughed out loud. “Yes,” she replied. “Only blonds allowed.”
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They had the first three classes together, and later, when the bell rang for lunch, Alana led Jane to the cafeteria. Jane purchased the least offensive-looking thing on the lunch menu: a semi-greasy piece of cheese pizza. Her old school’s cafeteria had been huge, with options for every single kind of diet. There wasn’t even a salad in this place; she made a mental note to start bringing her own lunch.


“Over here,” Alana said, leading the way to a table near the middle of the room, where she introduced Jane to a handful of people whose names Jane forgot almost immediately. She sat between Alana and Susie, a black girl with box braids that fell long and straight down her back.


Jane thought Alana must have prepped her friends that Jane would be sitting with them for lunch, and although everyone was perfectly nice and welcoming, Jane couldn’t help sensing a tiny bit of wariness from them. She swore two girls across the table whispered something about North Manor as she sat down, and one guy with glasses to her left seemed determined not to make eye contact with her. The only ones who acted normal were Alana and Susie.


“Alana told me you live on my side of town,” Susie said as Jane took a bite of pizza. “I’m just a few streets over.”


“Oh, really?” Jane said.


“Yeah. What do you think of Bells Hollow so far?” Susie asked.


“There are a lot of trees,” Jane said. “I guess I didn’t know there would be so many trees.”


Susie laughed. “A lot of trees. A lot of deer. Alana claims she saw a moose once.”


“I did see a moose. Do you know how big moose are? I mean—too big. Unnecessarily big,” Alana said.


Jane took another bite of her pizza and felt a dribble of grease slide down her chin. She wiped it away quickly, and looked up just in time to notice a girl walk by their table and kick the leg of Alana’s chair as she passed it. She was white with stringy, dyed-black hair that fell to her shoulders and a piercing on her lip, a little hoop that curled over her bottom lip.


“What was that about?” Jane asked Alana.


Alana sighed. “It’s complicated.”


“She’s terrible; it’s best not to dwell on it,” Susie said. “So besides the trees, are you enjoying your first day at our famed Bells Hollow High School?”


“It’s all been uphill since the bus,” Jane replied.


“The bus?” Alana repeated. “Oh no. You took the bus?”


Jane shrugged in reply.


“You probably have lice now. My friend Marian took the bus once, and she had to shave her head,” Alana said sadly.


“Don’t listen to her; that is absolutely not true,” Susie said. “I can give you a ride home. We’re so close.”


“I couldn’t ask you to do that,” Jane said.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Alana replied. “Susie doesn’t mind. She drives me home, too.”


“Are you sure?”


“Totally,” Susie insisted. “It’s no problem at all.”


Jane felt a little awkward about it, but she shrugged and thanked Susie for the offer. It definitely would be better than taking the bus.


The bell rang a few minutes later and they headed to their lockers for their afternoon classes.


Salinger texted back around two, a string of emojis meant to convey how much she missed Jane. Jane had last period with Alana and Susie. They sat together at the back of the room, and when the last bell rang, the three of them walked to the student parking lot. Susie had a small SUV; Alana got into the back, insisting that Jane take the passenger seat. Susie let the car heat up for a minute before pulling out of the spot.


Alana only lived a few minutes from the school, in a little ranch house that reminded Jane of California.


“See you tomorrow, Jane!” Alana said as she let herself out of the back seat.


“Thanks again for the ride,” Jane said as they pulled away from the curb. “I really appreciate it.”


“My parents pay for my gas,” Susie said. “So it’s no problem. I can pick you up in the mornings, too.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yeah, of course.”


“Well, thanks. It’s really nice of you to offer.”


The silence in the car was just slightly uncomfortable, like being in an elevator with a stranger. Finally, Susie cleared her throat and said, “So… North Manor?”


“Yup. We moved in yesterday. Alana told me about the nickname.”


Susie groaned. “She did?”


“Somebody would have told me eventually.”


“I guess you’re right. It’s been in your family for a while?”


“It’s always been in my family, yeah. We were never supposed to live in it. But… things changed. So here we are.”


“You didn’t want to move?”


“No. It was really sudden. But hopefully I can go back to California when I graduate.”


“I don’t blame you,” Susie said. “For not wanting to move, I mean. My parents were talking about moving to another town—literally, like, ten miles away—and I started having nightmares. I couldn’t imagine moving across the country.”


“We didn’t really have an option,” Jane said softly. She didn’t elaborate, and Susie didn’t ask her to.


Susie seemed to know where she was going, which was good, because Jane wouldn’t have been able to give her directions. All these streets looked the same—tree-lined country roads that wound their way through the town.


“Give me your number; I’ll text you Monday morning,” Susie said when they reached North Manor. She handed Jane her phone and Jane inputted her number and saved it.


“Thanks again for the ride,” Jane said.


“Of course. Have a good weekend. It was nice to meet you.”


“Thanks. You too,” Jane replied, sliding out of the car.


Inside the house, the electricity was on and it felt a lot warmer. The window people were there and had already replaced most of the windows on the first floor. With the lights on and the windows fixed and the curtains open and the heat going, North Manor actually felt marginally less creepy than it had the night before.


Jane found her mother in the kitchen, sipping a cup of coffee. She wore her standard cleaning outfit—ripped jeans, a holey T-shirt, and a bandanna to keep her hair out of her face.


“You snuck out so early!” Ruth exclaimed, hugging her.


“I gave you a kiss!”


“Really? I thought I dreamed that. Ugh, I’ve been going nonstop today. Let’s order in for dinner. Do you have any homework?”


“Not really.”


“And? How was it?”


Jane shrugged. “Not bad.”


“‘Not bad’ coming from a teenager is basically a ringing endorsement,” Ruth said, kissing Jane on the temple. “Let me finish up and take a shower, and we’ll eat early. I’m starving.”


A few hours later, they’d gone to pick up Thai food for dinner and were eating it in front of the fireplace. Ruth had poured herself a glass of wine and given Jane a half glass as a little celebration of surviving the first day of school. Ruth didn’t want to sleep upstairs until all the windows were fixed, so they were camping in the living room again. They’d found a stack of old board games—Monopoly, Scrabble, Yahtzee—and Jane had picked Scrabble as their first choice.


“You know—this isn’t so bad,” Ruth said as she set up the board. She had a container of curry in front of her and kept spearing hunks of potato with her fork.


“You might not feel that way when I destroy you at Scrabble.”


“I mean, it’s not ideal. I know that. And I guess we could always drive to a motel. It’s just… Why spend the money if we don’t have to, you know?”


“At least it’s not windy tonight,” Jane said. “Last night there were moments I thought the house was going to collapse around us.”


“This is a solid house, Jane,” Ruth said, laughing. “They built them right back then.”


“We’ll have to explore the upstairs tomorrow; I haven’t even seen your old room yet.”


Ruth smiled. “Up the stairs, take a left, second door on the left. Although my mother turned it back into a guest room when I left home. You won’t find many childhood trinkets.”


“How come she did that?”


Her smile faded. “I told her I wouldn’t need it again.”


“You never wanted to come back for a holiday or anything? To visit?”


“Oh, gosh. Life just sort of got in the way, Jane. I met your father, and then you came along, and it was so much easier for Emilia to come west to visit than for Greer and me to lug you all that way. And it was cheaper, too, one ticket versus three. It wasn’t on purpose,” she added—although her words felt too much like a careful afterthought to carry much water. “It’s just the way it happened.”


“I guess that makes sense,” Jane said, although it didn’t make sense to her, not at all.


In fact the longer they spent in this house, the less sense everything seemed to make. Why did it feel like her mother was hiding something? Why did it feel like she had another reason for never wanting to return to North Manor?


Ruth played the word secret for sixteen points.


Jane thought that felt fairly accurate.
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Ruth fell asleep early, and Jane covered her up in her makeshift bed and put the leftovers away, then settled back in front of the fire and took a sip of her wine. She didn’t usually drink, and as a result it was going right to her head, making her sleepy and warm. The fire was still going strong, and she stretched out her legs, letting the heat warm the soles of her feet.


She must have fallen asleep, because when she opened her eyes the room was darker and the fire had died down to just a few barely burning embers. She had a crick in her back from the way she’d been sitting, so she slowly stretched her arms over her head and then froze as she heard it—the sound that must have woken her up.


It was a muffled crack, a brief pop with a long silence after it.


Jane didn’t immediately feel afraid; rather she felt a sort of prickling of her senses, like how in a darkened room you might move to avoid hitting something you couldn’t even see, because you just felt it was there. She got to her feet quietly, trying to pinpoint where the sound was coming from, straining her ears in the darkness of the house. Her first thought was the tree that had tapped against the window last night—but this was different from that, louder and farther away.


She was used to living in perpetual noise. Their house in California had been adjacent to a main road, and there were always cars rushing by and parents pushing baby strollers and kids zipping around on bikes. Enough noise and it all eventually fades into the background, becoming something other than noise, a distant lull to sing you off to sleep.


She had never experienced quiet as profound as nighttime in New England, where even the sound of your own breathing became deafeningly loud.


And there was another noise.


A steady thump-thump-thump.


The sound of her own heart, she realized.


A sound that quickened when she heard the cracking noise again.


It came from the back of the house.


She pulled out her phone, turned on the flashlight, then dimmed the beam with her hand, letting out just a splinter of light to see by.


The house was still a mostly unknown thing to her. Furniture crept up on her, the piano seemed to move by a few inches in any given direction, floor lamps erupted out of the dark like people dressed in bronze.


And now the sound—like a sharp scream. And another sound, following it. The shattering of glass.


And suddenly Jane wasn’t scared anymore; suddenly she knew exactly what the sound was, and it didn’t frighten her; instead it filled her with a sharp kind of anger.


She took off at a run, making her way to the mudroom at the back of the house, not bothering to shield her flashlight anymore.


She stopped just in time. One of the panes of glass in the mudroom door—one that had been replaced that day—was shattered. The floor was littered with glass, and there was a rock in the middle of all the pieces. She bent down and picked it up.


Someone had thrown a rock through the window.


That was why all the windows had been broken; someone was using them as target practice.


Angrier now, she knew she shouldn’t risk it, but she picked her way carefully through the mess of glass, standing on barefoot tiptoes as she made her way to the door. She fumbled with the lock and pulled the door open hard, almost throwing herself back with the effort.


The cold hit her like a slap, and she pushed her body out into the night and strained to see anything in the immaculate darkness of the night.


Nothing, nothing—


Wait!


Movement, the sound of laughter, an exclamation of surprise—“Oh shit!”—more laughter and feet running away, two or three or four shadowy figures darting across the backyard.


“I’ll call the police!” Jane screamed into the dark. “If you come back, I’ll call the police!”


Silence.


Anger coursed through her body like a thing with weight, with substance, fiery hot and burning underneath her skin. She took a step out into the backyard, knowing she should go back inside, knowing she couldn’t catch whoever it was, couldn’t even see where they had gone—


Another step and the wind whipped her long hair around her face so violently that it tangled and knotted.


Another step, even though she couldn’t see anything, even though the darkness was so complete out here she could barely register her own hand held in front of her face.


She couldn’t think, she couldn’t concentrate on anything other than her anger, the sharp cut of it, the way adrenaline made her fingertips tingle.


But then—a light?


She turned back to the house, expecting to see Ruth in the mudroom, about to yell at her to come inside, but no.


The mudroom light was still off.


But upstairs—


Upstairs there was a light on.


And as she watched, a hand pressed itself against the glass of the window.


And then the light went off.


And everything was dark again.


Someone was in the house.
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