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PRAISE FOR AT THE BOTTOM OF THE GARDEN


‘All the elegance and all the venom, like one of E. Nesbit’s supernatural stories served with a side of arsenic.’


Grady Hendrix, New York Times bestselling author of How to Sell a Haunted House


‘Theatrical and deliciously dark, this book is pure magic.’


A.J. West, author of The Spirit Engineer


‘Camilla Bruce writes dark fantasy like no one else out there. A gothic masterpiece, At the Bottom of the Garden is a propulsive novel with gorgeous prose and incredible characters you won’t soon forget. You’ll never look at the wicked stepmothers of fairy tales quite the same way again. Put this book at the top of your TBR pile immediately; you won’t regret it.’


Gwendolyn Kiste, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Reluctant Immortals and The Haunting of Velkwood


‘Camilla Bruce tills the macabre for all of its Edward Goery glory, cultivating one gorgeously morbid gothic novel that’s just as gleeful as it is gashlycrumb. At the bottom of this particular garden you will find a wicked sense of humor that harkens back to the best of Roald Dahl’s Tales of the Unexpected, with all its vicious thorns intact.’


Clay McLeod Chapman, author of What Kind of Mother and Ghost Eaters


‘Wonderfully spooky, rich in intrigue and full of surprise, At the Bottom of the Garden is the excellent Camilla Bruce at her absolute best.’


Laird Hunt, author of In the House in the Dark of the Woods


‘Bruce’s unique cast of characters is both charming and terrifying. A young synesthetic musician, an even younger sensitive, a murderous aunt, and a houseful of furious ghosts - it’s all here! A delightful read.’


Louisa Morgan, author of A Secret History of Witches


PRAISE FOR CAMILLA BRUCE‘S PREVIOUS NOVELS


You Let Me In


‘Creepy, pagan, detailed, entrancing . . . I loved it.’


JOANNE HARRIS, author of Chocolat and The Strawberry Thief


‘A bewitching, beguiling, and deeply unsettling tale . . . It will ensnare you from page one and keep you riveted until the end.’


CAITLIN STARLING, author of The Luminous Dead


‘Haunting and harrowing, the kind of fairy tale that keeps you up at night because the monsters are real . . . I couldn’t look away.’


ALIX E. HARROW, New York Times bestselling author of Starling House


‘A relentless, heartbreaking exploration of isolation, grooming, and the cycles of abuse that pursue the vulnerable.’


SARAH GAILEY, author of Magic For Liars


‘An enthralling story, a genre-blender that perplexes . . . superb.’


Booklist (starred review)


 


In the Garden of Spite


‘An amazing book - riveting and heartbreaking . . . I couldn’t put it down.’


KAREN KILGARIFF and GEORGIA HARDSTARK, #1 New York Times bestselling authors of Stay Sexy & Don’t Get Murdered


‘A chilling, pitch-perfect novel that should finally make Belle Gunness a household name . . . a superb and unforgettable read.’


DEANNA RAYBOURN, New York Times bestselling author of A Murderous Relation


‘Mesmerising . . . Fans of fictionalised treatments of notorious murderers will be fascinated.‘


Publishers Weekly (starred review)


‘Extraordinary . . . Bruce does a marvellous job of reimagining this real-life murderer, without excusing her crimes.‘ The Times (London)


The Witch in the Well


‘A startling and original plot is woven around a cast of gleefully unpleasant characters - I was gripped from the very first page.’


LUCIE MCKNIGHT HARDY, author of Water Shall Refuse Them


‘A compelling, creepy story of angst, obsessions and lost friendship.’


BookPage


‘BRUCE masterfully plays with perceptions of reality, truth, and magic. It’s a uniquely told and riveting read.’


BuzzFeed


‘[This is] a superb folk horror tale that delivers an imaginative feminist take on the historical persecution of witches through the conflicting viewpoints of three complex and at times believably unlikeable female protagonists.’


Toronto Star


All the Blood We Share


‘Chilling, terrifying, utterly addictive . . . a beautifully written, spellbinding read.’


KAREN COLES, author of The Asylum


‘A horrifyingly realistic view into the minds of a serial killing family that really tormented the old West.’


BuzzFeed


‘A riveting portrait of the dark side of the American dream.’


Publishers Weekly (starred review)




 


BY CAMILLA BRUCE


You Let Me In


In the Garden of Spite


The Witch in the Well


All the Blood We Share


At the Bottom of the Garden




[image: image]




For Liv Lingborn




[image: image]





[image: image] CLARA [image: image]



1


I wanted to say no, of course. Every sane woman would have said no. I had finally reached a point in my life where things were somewhat settled. I had the house, the garden, and a well-stocked wine cellar. I had a mostly reliable housekeeper and a lovely, big jewelry box crammed with sparkling rocks. I had new dreams, too— plans—that had bloomed forth in my aging heart long after I had deemed that dried-up organ satisfied.


All I needed to make the dream of my legacy come true was a sizable influx of cash.


That was why I did not immediately hang up on Miss Feely when she called and disturbed my otherwise excellent breakfast of hard- boiled eggs and an assortment of melon balls; why I did not merely snort at her request and call for Dina to come and whisk the phone away again. Instead, I played for time, knowing only too well what kind of wealth my late half brother had inherited. Wealth that he, in my opinion, did nothing but squander on “adventures” and foolishness. He was always blessed, that one—touched by a golden finger at birth and wandered through life as if bad things could never happen to him. He was just that special—so beyond us mere mortals.


Until he wasn’t, of course.


“Miss Feely, are you telling me there’s no other option for the girls?” I asked, incredulous. “Surely on Amanda’s side . . .?” I didn’t even care if the busybody on the other end learned just how little I knew about my late sister-in-law. “We weren’t close,” I felt obliged to clarify nevertheless. “I suppose you could call me and my half brother estranged, though there was no bad blood between us.” None that he knew of, anyway.


“Mrs. Webb sadly had no one left,” the woman on the other end replied. “As far as we can determine, you are the girls’ closest living relative—you did know that your brother had passed?” She sounded aghast all of a sudden, terrified that she had blindsided me and become the bearer of terrible news.


“Of course.” How could I not know? It had even been in the news: The search continues for missing couple, now presumed dead on K2. The press seemed to be unable to decide whether the incident was more tragic or romantic, given that the two of them had climbed the mountain as an anniversary celebration. Personally, I couldn’t help but think of it as justice: Icarus flying too high at last. It was nothing more than he deserved. “I sent flowers to the memorial.”


“I’m sure the girls were grateful.” Miss Feely sounded an itsy bit terse. “As I mentioned, they are living at home with Lucia, the nanny, for now, but that needs to change going forward.”


“Why?” My free hand toyed with a linen napkin.


“An employee is not a substitute for parental care, Mrs. Woods. Besides, the will is very clear: Mr. and Mrs. Webb wanted the children to go to their closest living relative—”


“What about foster care? Or an orphanage?”


“Well, that would be a last resort, and hopefully unnecessary.” Miss Feely did her best to poke at my conscience. “You have to understand, Mrs. Woods, that these girls are very vulnerable, not only because of their age and circumstances, but because of what they stand to inherit—”


“Yes.” I cut her off. “How much is that exactly?”


Miss Feely seemed to think for a moment before suggesting an amount that made my withered heart twitch with delight. “It’s hard to tell exactly with a fortune this size. A lot of it is invested and tied up in bonds,” she noted.


I did my very best to sound unfazed, though it truly was a struggle. “In that case, I assume I wouldn’t take them for nothing?”


Miss Feely went quiet for a moment. “The bulk of the inheritance will come to the girls when they turn eighteen—if they are still living, that is. Otherwise it will all go to charity.” It shouldn’t have stung but it did. Even though I knew better than to expect anything from my brother, the callousness of the stipulation ached like a two-day-old bruise. Charities were well and good, but what about me, his own sister?


Miss Feely gave me a second to process the unfortunate news before offering a touch of hope. “But there is a clause . . .”


“Yes?” My fingers drummed lightly on the polished oak of the table.


“Well, in the event that Mr. and Mrs. Webb were to die before the children came of age, there is a clause that stipulates what each child will need to live and get a good education—”


“Yes?”


“It will be paid in monthly installments to the guardian.”


“Is that so?” I stopped my drumming and pressed the heavy black receiver tightly to my ear. “How much are we talking about, Miss Feely?”


Her answer left me grinning like the cat that got the cream, and my old heart sped up its pace. Maybe there was still hope for my grand plan, despite my dwindling fortune. It wasn’t that I hadn’t coveted my brother’s ample assets before—far from it. I had just not envisioned coming by them in quite such a roundabout way.


“How old are they now?” I asked. Though I had made it my business to stay informed, the girls’ exact ages had escaped me, being of so little consequence.


“Lily is fourteen; Violet is nine.”


“Good,” I said, although it wasn’t exactly ideal, with Lily being only four years away from her inheritance. At least they weren’t toddlers, with all that entailed. Perhaps they were even quiet kids with impeccable table manners. They were recently bereft, too, so would likely be sad and cry a lot. That was fine by me. I much preferred a little crying to ear-shattering shouts of joy.


“The guardian would also have to act in the girls’ place when it comes to managing their fortune, together with Mr. Skye.” She was referring to my brother’s lawyer—Miss Feely’s own employer. “Lily is very mature for her age, but we cannot expect her to know much about money. She will need the guidance of a steady hand—”


“Of course,” I readily agreed. A nice feeling had started spreading through my body: a tingling sensation, like lust, or even love. I belatedly recognized the feeling as relief. Here was the answer—the thing that I needed. Surely Mr. Skye could be persuaded to steer some of the fortune my way? I did, after all, have a brilliant proposal. “I’ll take them,” I told Miss Feely.


“Well.” She sounded perplexed. “Don’t you want to meet them first?”


I experienced a surge of annoyance. “This is why you called me,” I reminded her. “You wanted me to take the girls.”


“Yes, but—I suppose, since you don’t know them, there should perhaps be some consideration—”


“You should be grateful, Miss Feely. My nieces are blessed to have a capable aunt to take care of them, with a big house and soft beds waiting. Not all orphans are as lucky.”


“Of course not.” Miss Feely quickly composed herself.


“I’ll be there tomorrow,” I assured her. “Tell them to expect me by dinnertime.” Now that I had realized what this stroke of luck could mean for me, I was eager to strike at once, before the chance scuttled off and disappeared. This was a windfall, and I’d better make it work in order to secure my legacy.


“That’s quite soon.” Miss Feely sounded surprised. “It is a long trip,” she saw fit to remind me.


“I may not live in a big city like my brother and his family do— did—but this is the seventies after all, and we have access to an excellent airport. Ivory Springs may be a small town by some standards, but it isn’t primitive.” Not quite, anyway.


“No, of course not,” Miss Feely hurried to say. “I suppose I will see you tomorrow, then.”


“Yes, Miss Feely, I guess you will.” I wore a wide grin as I hung up the phone.


Still, I should have said no. Any sane woman would have—but not me, no . . . I marched ahead toward my own doom like a witless, grinning fool.
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It was raining on the day she came. I was happy to notice that I noticed, since it had been hard for me to care about normal things ever since we learned that Mama and Papa weren’t coming back. Not even their bodies had come back yet. They were still up there, on the mountain.


I hated that place with all my heart.


It had been a stupid thing to do in the first place, climbing the “savage mountain.” I hadn’t known that people called it that until after the fact, when the newspaper wrote about what had happened to my parents. If I had known earlier, I probably would have protested the trip even more than I did, because who even wants to go to a mountain that has “savage” in its name? I didn’t know that before they left, though, and it probably wouldn’t have made a difference even if I had. Papa would have wanted to go anyway; that was just how he was. He could never do anything normal. “We want to celebrate our fifteen years in a most spectacular way,” he had said, but honestly, it wasn’t they who had wanted it but him. Mama would probably have been just as satisfied with a trip to somewhere warm, or even just a dinner at the place that had her favorite orange ice cream—she hadn’t even climbed that much after I was born—but Papa always had to make everything extraordinary. It wasn’t even because he had wanted to impress someone with his bravery or prove himself somehow. When I asked him about it once, he said that it was just so he’d know that he had done it. He kept the memories of his adventures like precious pearls on a string, he said, and wore them like an invisible wreath of accomplishments. It made him feel alive, I think.


But then, of course, it killed him.


And now there was Aunt Clara, whom Violet and I had barely known existed. The only times I had heard her name mentioned were when Mama and Papa discussed what to get her for Christmas, even though we never got anything in return. When I asked Mama about it, she said that we had so little family left that it was important to take care of the few that we had, even if it was thankless. I thought that was sweet but not very smart. “You’ll understand when you get older,” she had said, but I still doubted it.


On the day when Aunt Clara arrived, I wished that I was just a little bit older. If only I had been eighteen, Violet and I could have stayed in the house, and nothing more would have to change. I could have taken care of my sister. Instead, we had to prepare to leave, as Miss Feely had said. We didn’t have to sell the house, she continued, but maybe it was for the best? Whatever we decided—together with our new guardian—she encouraged us to pack up our clothes and toys and photographs, so we would feel at home at Aunt Clara’s. Neither of us wanted to go, though. We wanted to stay at home, where we belonged.


Miss Feely wore a cheerful face when she arrived that day, an hour or so ahead of Aunt Clara, but the joy didn’t show in her eyes. “You’ll see,” she said, as she settled in on our buttercup-yellow living room couch. A pile of Mama’s unread books was still balancing on the side table. “As soon as your aunt arrives, I’m sure that everything will feel better.” Just as the words came tumbling out of her mouth, a limegreen flame flickered on the skin of her round wrist, and I blinked quickly, several times, to make it go away. Lime green wasn’t good at all. It meant lying or doubt, and I really needed to trust her just then.


“It’s what Mama and Papa wanted,” I replied, although I didn’t think it was Aunt Clara they had had in mind when they set up the will. They had been “slow in updating the document,” Mr. Skye had told us, and now all our other relatives were gone.


“This way you are sure to stay together.” Miss Feely pushed her horn-rimmed glasses farther up her nose, and no more flames appeared on her skin. “Once there are arrangements outside of the family, all bets are off. You are very lucky,” she added, and smoothed down the fabric of her dark blue pencil skirt.


“What about the rest of our things?” I was sitting in the soft wing-back leather chair where Papa used to relax in the evenings. It still smelled a little of his aftershave: a sweet, minty scent.


“That is, of course, something that must be dealt with.” Miss Feely’s gaze drifted to the family portrait that hung on the wall, and I couldn’t help but follow her gaze, even though I knew exactly what I would see: Mama standing there in her sky-blue dress, which looked beautiful against her brown hair and golden complexion; Papa, next to her, wearing a sharp gray suit, his dark hair as precise as if cut with a ruler. Both Violet and I wore white dresses in the picture and had pale blue ribbons in our hair. Violet’s ribbon was about to come undone, as seemed to happen with any knot on her body. She had lost both her front teeth when the picture was taken but still smiled at the camera without any shame. Her small, freckled face was framed by frizzy clouds of brown hair. I looked strangely proper next to her, with my single braid falling straight behind the ribbon and my smile looking almost shy. I had been twelve then, and happy.


Now I was fourteen and full of pain.


Miss Feely spoke again. “Perhaps your aunt could help you pack up the belongings and send them to storage? That way it would be easier if you decided to sell. I also know of a couple of wonderful charities that would love to take your parents’ clothes—”


“I know.” I cut her off while swallowing bile. Talking about endings only made me dread my aunt’s arrival more. Again, I remembered the Christmas gifts: the silk shawls and butterfly brooches that Aunt Clara never thanked us for—but maybe she just wasn’t a Christmas person.


The front door opened and then slammed shut, as Violet and our nanny, Lucia, came back from their walk. I could hear them talking and laughing in the hallway, then the smacking sound when Violet pulled off her rain boots. Lucia rummaged around in the umbrella stand and then clattered with the clothes hangers as she hung their coats to dry.


Violet didn’t wait for her but raced across the floor and peeked her head around the doorframe. “Is she here yet?” Her brown eyes were wide with excitement; her unruly hair had curled in the rain. “Has Aunt Clara come to get us yet?”


“No, not yet,” I replied, rolling my eyes. She did have eyes of her own and could see that for herself.


“She will be here soon, though. I can feel her,” my sister continued chattering. “Can’t you feel her, too, Lily? She’s moving through the streets.”


“Oh, sure.” I snorted and rolled my eyes again. “I can absolutely feel her.”


Violet gave me a bright smile. “See? Everything will be fine now,” she said, as if trying to convince me—and herself.


“Of course,” I croaked, but inside I felt sick.


When Violet’s face had vanished from the open door and I could hear her feet drumming up the stairs, I turned to Miss Feely again. “I’m only worried because I don’t think Aunt Clara liked Papa very much.”


“She assured me there was no bad blood.” Miss Feely sounded calm. “Sometimes people just drift apart. There doesn’t have to be any animosity involved.”


“No,” I agreed, although sometimes there was.


Miss Feely caught and held my gaze. “Remember, Lily, this is what your parents wanted,” she said, repeating my own words back to me. “And you can always reach out if need be. You know our office hours.”


I felt a little grateful to her for saying that, although I didn’t really know what good it would do.


As soon as the proper papers were signed, we would belong to Aunt Clara.
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It was raining horribly when I landed in the city, and it did not ease up. When the taxi pulled up in front of my late brother’s fancy town house, the downpour was so bad that I had to open my umbrella just to make it to the front door. I looked up at the brick façade for a moment, counting stories and windows, as I always did when admiring my brother’s home.


The door itself was pristine and white, the wooden core enclosed within a smooth lacquer shell. Someone had hung a wreath on it, crammed with dried greenery. At first, I thought it was because of the deaths, that it warned of the sorrow inside, but then I noticed how all the other town houses surrounding me had similar ornaments on their doors and realized it was merely a token of conformity. Still, the collection of dead foliage made me feel somehow uncomfortable—as if warning me to think twice before entering the abode. I undoubtedly should have listened to that sense of foreboding, but instead I brushed it off, lifted my finger to the brass button, and pushed.


A deep chime reverberated through the house before me.


The woman who came to answer the door was young. She wore her dark hair up in a perky little ponytail and had donned a puff-sleeved blouse that would have looked better on a ten-year-old, so I figured she had to be the nanny.


“Lucia, I presume.” I held out my hand, still glove clad, and the young woman squeezed it briefly while sporting an insecure smile. She looked anywhere but at me, I noted.


“Yes,” she confirmed. “You must be the girls’ aunt.”


“I am,” I replied, serving her a brief smile. “Clarabelle Woods.” I offered my name as the nanny stepped aside to let me into the hallway. It was about high time, too, as my poor black fur coat had soaked up the rain like a sponge and felt heavier by the minute.


My feet touched marble the very moment I stepped inside. Black and white tiles were laid out before me. The wallpaper was a risqué robin’s-egg blue. To my surprise, I noted how the walls were lined with coat- and shoe racks, and how a musty scent of wet outerwear permeated the air. The whole room was a strange mixture of affluence and down-to-earth practicality—like someone ashamed to have an excess of cash.


I wriggled out of my coat and tried to hand it to the nanny, but she just gave me a strange look and motioned to a free clothes hanger. I rolled my eyes but went on with it, thinking how my housekeeper, Dina, would never be so rude. Then I removed my hat and my gloves to reveal the sparkling stones on my fingers.


“They are all waiting for you in the living room,” Lucia informed me with a smile, then lowered her voice a little. “I think they are very excited to meet you—especially Violet. It has been such a hard time for them.”


“Uh-huh,” I agreed, forcing my lips into a smile of my own.


“The two of them need to feel safe and cared for . . .” the nanny prattled on.


“Of course.” I placed a hand on her shoulder and pretended not to feel her wince. “Let’s go and meet them, then, shall we?”


The living room, it turned out, was through the door to our right. It was spacious and well furnished, though the decorator seemed to have preferred a limited palette of yellow and gold. Two of the walls had built-in bookshelves, and above the white marble mantelpiece hung a family portrait in an ornate frame. I saw the picture before I saw the girls. It could not be helped because he was there, sporting his usual smug smile. Benjamin Webb: the meal ticket, the golden boy, captured in glass and brass. As a teenager I had often prayed to never have to see that face again, and when that hadn’t worked, I knitted a doll that looked somewhat like him and threw it into the fire. It seemed that someone had listened at last, and the irony of the situation didn’t escape me. Now it was his daughters who were to pay my way, just as he himself had paved the way for our mother.


I quickly turned my gaze on the group of people huddled around the coffee table. All three of them had risen from their seats and were looking at me with varying degrees of curiosity—and even a little suspicion, I noticed, before straightening my back and widening my smile.


“Oh, girls,” I said, and pressed my hands to my black satin blouse. “Oh, girls. What a terrible, terrible thing to have happened!” I crossed the honey-colored carpet in a few quick strides and stretched my arms out before me; my pretty diamonds caught the light and glittered like ice crusts on my fingers. “How sad it is for us to meet again under such horrible circumstances!”


The elder girl’s face instantly turned bewildered, knowing full well that we had never met. It didn’t matter, though, since the performance wasn’t for her, but for the gray-haired lady standing between my new charges: Miss Feely, in the flesh. She turned out to be just as drab as I had imagined, with a head crowned with lead-colored curls and a perfectly pressed blue skirt and jacket. Whether she was taken in by my performance was honestly hard to tell. Her round face displayed a degree of relief, but whether that was due to seeing me so appropriately moved or because she just wanted to unload the girls, I really couldn’t say.


“Oh, Violet.” I grabbed the younger girl by the shoulder, then caught her chin in my free hand and tilted her face up to inspect her. She wasn’t much of a violet. Maybe more like a thistle, with a crown of bushy hair and clothes that hung haphazardly on her body. “Look at you,” I cooed. “How old are you now? Nine? Ten? What a beautiful little girl you are!”


“I’m nine,” she burst out, and her brown eyes went wide. She had the same golden flecks around the pupils as Ben, and his ugly tooth gap, too. She even had his freckles, though his had faded with time. I let the girl go as if she was made of fire.


Better to look at her sister, then, who appeared much more like Amanda: slim and lean with golden-blond hair. Her eyes were a pale blue, and there was not so much as a freckle in sight.


“Lily,” I uttered. “My dearest girl! How hard it must have been for you to shoulder all of this alone . . .” I made as if I was about to cry by twisting my lips and swallowing hard. “If I hadn’t been just out of surgery, I would have come here at once, of course.” Again, I was speaking mostly for Miss Feely’s benefit, worried that the dull woman would suddenly find a reason to object to the arrangement, but it was for Lily, too, I realized, seeing how the blue of her eyes turned icier by the second. She was clearly brighter than anticipated, which could become a problem—or a challenge—depending on how things panned out.


“It’s good to see you, Aunt Clara,” the girl replied with an uncertain smile, while blinking several times as if struggling to adjust her vision. Her hands were folded over her stomach, and her fingertips were very callused.


“Let us all sit down and have some tea.” Miss Feely gave me a cool smile. “We are all very grateful that you could come on such short notice, Mrs. Woods—”


“Oh, please, call me Clara.” I sat down in an empty wingback chair and pressed my hands to my chest again. “How could I not come?” I turned a stern gaze on Miss Feely. “You should have telephoned me ages ago! I had no idea that the girls were both bereft and alone. I always assumed that Amanda’s family—”


“Aunt Sarah died three years ago in a car crash, and Grandma Fiona died last year,” Lily interrupted. “If not, we would have gone to her.”


“Yes! I just assumed that Amanda’s mother—”


“Well, we didn’t know about you before Lily mentioned your name.” Some defensiveness had come into Miss Feely’s voice.


I looked at Lily, sitting there before me on the yellow couch. She looked straight back at me, clever as a fox. Foster care was clearly not something she wanted for herself and her sister. Perhaps she even worried that the two of them would be separated. I saved that little nugget of information for later.


“Oh, don’t worry about it.” I waved my hand airily. “The important thing is that Lily had the good sense to make you aware of me. God only knows what would have happened to them if you hadn’t made that call.” I served Miss Feely my sweetest smile.


“Where did you have surgery?” Ben’s eyes peered curiously at me across the marble tabletop. Violet sat so close to her sister on the couch that you couldn’t squeeze as much as a dime between them.


“On my hip,” I explained. “It was an old injury—”


“Really?” The little girl sounded puzzled, and her gaze darted between me and Lily. She tugged at the latter’s shirtsleeve, but the older girl gently shook her off. For a moment, my heart picked up its pace. Could it be that she saw through my lie?


Surely not. How could she?


“Yes, it was all very painful,” I muttered.


A horrible clattering by the room’s other door preceded the tea’s arrival and saved me from further scrutiny. Apparently, Lucia could be used for other things than child minding, but she was clearly not very good at it. Tiny teacups and sugar lumps danced around on the silver tray as she moved toward the table with all the grace of a buffalo. Then came the haphazard shelling out of fragile china and the sloppy pouring of a scaldingly hot oolong. Finally, there was a selection of undoubtedly stale jam-filled tarts. Perhaps Lucia ought to keep to the child minding after all.


“So, Mrs. Woods,” Miss Feely said when the storm had settled and we were all waiting for the tea to cool down. “I realize how this must have come as a shock to you—”


“Yes,” I replied. “But a welcome one, of course. I’m honored to be able to help in my nieces’ hour of distress.”


“Still, you are perhaps not prepared?” She lowered her head a little, and the horn-rimmed glasses made her look rather menacing. “You have no children of your own, do you, Mrs. Woods?”


“Sadly, no,” I lamented. “That blessing has not been bestowed upon me.”


“You are a widow?” She arched an eyebrow.


“Not to my knowledge.” I assumed a mournful expression; I had some experience with this particular question. “My husband vanished nearly ten years ago.”


“So, you are . . . divorced?” The other eyebrow joined the first.


“No, Miss Feely. He did, in fact, vanish. No one knows where he is.” I picked up a strawberry tart and daintily bit into the crust. The girls both watched me wide-eyed.


“Did someone look for him?” Miss Feely sounded incredulous.


“Of course! It was quite the manhunt—at first. Then the police found out that his mistress, Ellie Anderson, had disappeared on the same day, and no one looked much after that.” I gave them all a tremulous smile, as if to say that I was bravely trying to not care. “They are probably living the high life somewhere. I would have preferred to have a proper divorce, but then, it was a long time ago and I have come to terms with it. The house and the money were mine anyway, so I didn’t really lose much from his betrayal—except for a husband, of course.” I laughed to take the edge off my words. “I have missed having my own family for quite some time, so perhaps that is why I am so very grateful to have this opportunity—though I would of course have preferred for it to have happened under less tragic circumstances,” I hastened to add.


“I appreciate your honesty,” Miss Feely said, although she did look a little pale. She had probably not expected to be exposed to such a sordid tale over tea. “We are grateful, of course, that you are willing to take in the girls. It’s bound to be a great change for you.”


“Oh, I’m not worried. It is the least I can do for my own flesh and blood, and it is what my late brother wanted.” I gave the girls a soft smile and Lily replied with something like a sneer. “I have a big, empty house, Miss Feely, just waiting for someone to fill its rooms with life. For the longest time, I considered adoption.” I gave the woman a pointed look. “But it’s hard when you are a single woman and your husband’s whereabouts are unknown. Now, however, it seems that fate has intervened.” I grabbed a soft napkin from the silver tray and pressed it to the corner of my eye. “Yes.” I gave a decisive nod. “It was fate—or God—for sure.”


“That is a lovely sentiment, Mrs. Woods.” Miss Feely picked up a tart. “A lovely sentiment indeed.” I could see that she was moved, and a feeling of victory spread through my body like lazy molasses.


“Can I see the scar from your surgery?” Violet asked, and the victorious feeling instantly dispersed. Beside her, the older girl blinked repeatedly again, as if I was some spectacle she struggled to comprehend.


“Perhaps later,” I replied, suddenly sullen. Although I knew it was highly irrational, I couldn’t help but feel Ben’s gaze on my neck as he peered down from the family portrait.


There was nothing he could do now, though. Nothing at all.


He was finally—utterly—dead!
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I didn’t want our last day at home to end, so I brushed my teeth as as I could while looking at my face in the mirror above the basin. Some toothpaste foamed around my mouth and made me look as if I had rabies. I pulled a rabies face in the mirror, with the yellow toothbrush still sticking out between my lips.


“Stop stalling, Violet.” Lily came in from her room to the left. “It will happen if you like it or not, and time won’t move slower even if you do.” Lily tried to sound like Mama when she said it, copying her voice. I think it made her feel better, as if Mama was still around. But it didn’t help me, because I knew that it was Lily. And no matter how good she was, she never sounded exactly like Mama.


I took out the toothbrush to say, “I have rabies, Lily.”


“You don’t have rabies, Violet. You’re just being messy.”


“What color am I now?” I asked, while filling my blue plastic cup with water.


Lily looked at me in the mirror. “You know I never see your color.”


“What about Aunt Clara?” I asked next, before rinsing and spitting. “She must be very green, I think. Lime green as in liar.”


“Why do you say that?” Lily had taken her own toothbrush out of the cabinet. It was red like a strawberry, or the color of Mama’s climbing parka. Behind her in the mirror I could see the pink marble walls and the claw-foot bathtub. I knew every vein in the marble above the tub, having traced them with my finger while happily splashing around, pretending to be a blowfish or a mermaid.


“Because she never had anything done to her hip,” I said. “I didn’t feel it, Lily. There was nothing there.”


“Well, maybe you felt wrong.” Lily shrugged, but I could tell from her stiff face that she believed me and didn’t like our aunt one bit. “It will be fine, Violet,” she murmured while squeezing toothpaste onto the brush. “This way, we will be together, and that is all that matters. And in four years I’ll be old enough to take care of us myself.”


“If we live that long.” I rinsed and spat again.


“Violet!” Her brow had knitted up. “That’s a horrible thing to say— of course we will live that long. Why would you say something like that?”


I shrugged. It didn’t feel that bad to me. “I can just feel that maybe we won’t.”


“Oh, Violet.” Lily threw her arms around me and held me close, which was strange since I wasn’t sad or anything. “Do you miss Mama and Papa that badly?” she asked. “They would have wanted for us to live and be happy—”


“I know that,” I said—or tried to say—but my face was pressed against Lily’s blue pajama top and my mouth was muffled by fabric. “It’s just a feeling. It doesn’t have to happen.”


Lily let me go and took a step back, looking at my face all the while. For some reason, her eyes were wet with tears. “Maybe your feeling is wrong,” she said.


“It never was before.” I shrugged, thinking of Aunt Clara’s hip again. “I don’t think it would be so bad if we died. It’s not scary, Lily. It’s dark and warm, like going to sleep in a giant bed, full of pillows and blankets and lots of stuffed animals—and maybe some real animals, too.” Lily had always loved animals.


“We are not going to die, Violet.” Now she sounded annoyed again, even though I had just tried to make her feel better.


“Okay,” I said, but the feeling still tickled at me. It had come flying in as soon as Aunt Clara stepped inside the house, settling in my stomach like a badly burned pancake. “Her feet are red,” I murmured, because that was what I felt, even though I didn’t know exactly what it meant.


“Whose feet?” Lily looked very upset, which was not what I had wanted at all. She stood before me on the bathroom floor and held my shoulders with both hands, looking into my eyes. Her brow was still wrinkled up, and I wanted to lift my hand to smooth it out, but I knew it wouldn’t help.


“Aunt Clara’s,” I told her with a sigh. “It’s like she’s leaving smudges of red when she walks. Even if I don’t see it, I just feel it,” I tried to explain.


Lily shook her head. “There’s nothing wrong with Aunt Clara, Violet. There can’t be, because we need her.” Now her eyes looked scared again.


“Just because you want her to be right, it—”


“Violet, no!” Her hold of my shoulders tightened a little. “It’s all going to be fine, don’t you see? We’re going to live with Aunt Clara for a while, and then we will come back here and everything will be good again.”


“Okay,” I repeated, because I wanted it to be true, and because I didn’t want Lily to be upset. It seemed to work, too, because her brow finally smoothed out, and she had a smile on her lips. I could feel it, too, when her shoulders slumped and she loosened her grip on mine.


“And no more talk of dying,” she said before letting me go. “I know it feels like dying in a way, leaving this house behind, but it won’t be forever, I promise. We just have to be brave—as brave as they were— and then it will be fine in the end.”


No matter how many times she said it, though, I could tell that she wasn’t so sure.
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“Do you want to say good night to Mama and Papa?” Lily asked after she was done with brushing my hair. We were both sitting on my bed, between my shelves full of toys. Some of them were old enough that I didn’t play with them anymore, but looking at them still comforted me at night. They reminded me of when it was Mama who used to sit next to me and “tease the tangles out.” I could do it myself, but Lily insisted that we should do things the way we did before, even if two of us were gone. I felt that it was important to her, and so I went along.


“Sure,” I replied, and folded my hands, even though it wasn’t a prayer exactly. We both closed our eyes and I saw it at once—it just sprang into my mind: the snowy mountain, with the wind whipping up shrouds of white. A flash of red where Mama lay, and a glimpse of Papa’s boot.


“Good night, Mama,” Lily started, although it wasn’t night yet on K2. “It’s our last night at home now, and we’re about to go to bed.”


“Good night, Papa,” I continued. “We promise to behave and be good to Aunt Clara, even though we never saw her before you died. Lily says that we must give her a chance, so I will.”


“We will be fine,” Lily said again, this time to our parents.


“Sweet dreams, Mama and Papa,” I finished.


I could hear Lily sniffling softly beside me, but I wasn’t ready to come back yet. I just kept sitting there with my eyes closed and my hands folded, staring at the mountain. A rope hung down the mountain wall, and a piece of an ice pick stuck up from the snow. It hadn’t been there before, so the wind must have dug it out.


“It is so cold up there, you wouldn’t believe it,” I told Lily. “It’s colder than you can even imagine.”


“You don’t know that,” she muttered, still sniffling.


“But I do know,” I insisted, because it was the truth. “And now it’s snowing, too—big, fat flakes of snow. It’s going to cover them up again.” Which wasn’t good at all, because then they wouldn’t ever be found.


“Stop imagining things,” Lily said in a small voice. “You’re just tormenting yourself.”


“I’m not imagining anything,” I told her, still with my eyes closed.


“You can’t see K2,” she said. “It’s thousands of miles away.”


“Just because you can’t see K2, it doesn’t mean that I can’t,” I replied. “You can see colors that I can’t, so maybe I can see something you can’t, too.”


“No one can see K2 from here, Violet.”


“So maybe I’m the first.”


“No, you’re just imagining,” she insisted, which only made her seem stubborn.


“I know what imagining feels like,” I said. “I’m not stupid, Lily.”


“Of course not—”


“If I say that it’s snowing on K2, it is.”


She finally gave up. “Sure, sure.” If my eyes had been open, I probably would have seen her brow all knitted up again.


Inside my head, behind my closed eyelids, something new was happening. A dark shape came flying through the snowdrift, not bothered at all by the wind. It landed just by the red of Mama’s parka and looked at me with clever eyes.


It was a bird—a raven. At first, I was confused, since I had never seen a bird on K2 before, but it didn’t feel like a stranger to me, and when it opened its beak and croaked, I felt that it knew me, too.
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After the girls and their nanny had gone to sleep and Miss Feely was safely out the door, I walked the town house’s dark hallways by myself. It was indeed a moment of triumph. I had imagined doing this so many times before, and had even fallen into the slightly shameful habit of passing by the house on my trips to the city, just to stand outside and look at it, somewhat disguised by large sunglasses and a hat. I would imagine what it was like inside, what riches were to be found. I had often fantasized about what would happen if my brother and all of his family were to perish on one of his “daring adventures,” and wondered if those riches would maybe land in my lap. There was no one closer to inherit, after all—not by blood, anyway.


Now that Miss Feely had shattered my delusion by letting me know that all the money would have gone to charity, I felt somewhat stupid for having dreamt of it at all. But back in those days, I had been hopeful—wistful—and kept my fingers crossed for swift and sudden deaths.


Only half of my prayers had been answered.


Sometimes, on those little excursions of mine, I would even sneak up behind the house and enter the long, narrow garden through the latched gate, just so I could get closer to the windows and steal a peek inside. I always went during daylight hours, since I knew that Amanda and the girls would likely not be at home. It was harder to gauge my brother, though, who often spent his days just lounging about the house. I was very careful, however, and was never observed, to my knowledge. On one particularly memorable occasion, I found the large garden shed unlocked and made my way inside. Ben kept many of his toys in there: water skis, parachutes, kayaks, and climbing gear. I took my time going through it all, making slight adjustments: cutting a rope, scratching a side, removing tiny safety pins. Nothing much, really, and it would probably be discovered during rigid safety checks—although I did have a faint hope, at the time, that perhaps my brother, so full of himself, would think sabotage so unlikely that he maybe wouldn’t go through it all with a fine-tooth comb, but opted to jump or ski or climb without ever noticing my small adjustments.


A woman is allowed her dreams.


So, all of that considered, it brought me immense satisfaction to walk the town house’s rooms at last, even if the access came with the price of child-rearing and bothersome lawyers and paperwork. I wasn’t there just for the novelty, though, but had brought a notebook with me to copy out the signature on any piece of hanging art I could find, in order to have their value appraised later. I also made crude drawings of the china and folk art littering the spacious downstairs, in case they were worth something. I felt as giddy as a girl in a candy store as I walked around, eyes peeled. It was a treasure trove of valuables just sitting there, waiting for someone to sweep it up.


And why shouldn’t that someone be me? I certainly deserved it— and more.


Finally, I penetrated the inner sanctum—the heart of it all—the master bedroom. It looked as if someone had poured a jar of honey out in there. Everything was shimmering, golden and soft yellow: the bedspread, the curtains, the abundance of silk pillows. The woodwork, too, held a dark honey shade, gleaming and polished to perfection. Amanda clearly had a preference. The air in there still kept a memory of the pair: rose and oolong tea for her, and sweet mint for him. He had worn that same scent since he was fifteen.


There was art in the bedroom as well, and I quickly added the pieces to my list, but that was not the main reason why I was there. I had to look for a while before I found it, digging through closets full of shimmering silk and soft velvet, bespoke suits and ironed shirts. But I finally came upon it, just lying there in a vanity drawer: Amanda’s jewelry box.


It was a modest thing made of carved wood. The lid displayed an abundance of plums and leaves, skillfully teased from the grain. The box didn’t even have a lock on it, so sure were they that their wealth was safe, and that nothing—and no one—could touch it.


Clearly, they had been wrong.


I opened it with awe—and no small sense of victory—to behold the glory within: rings, brooches, pendants, and bracelets; faceted stones in an array of colors, some of them worth a fortune. I turned on a small brass lamp with a golden glass shade standing on the vanity’s shiny surface, just so I could hold the pieces up to the light and admire their sparkle and shine. Some of it was old, I realized, when I recognized a strand of pearls as the ones my mother wore around the house when the day wasn’t special enough for diamonds. I had always imagined that those would go to me, but no—here they were, deep in Amanda’s jewelry box. I found said diamonds, too, when I had dug deep enough. Clearly all my mother’s finery had ended up with Amanda, while I hadn’t seen a dime.


And there it was, too—the apple of discord—the one thing that had sent me running from my brother, never to look back: Amanda’s engagement ring, formerly my mother’s wedding ring, precious enough that my sister-in-law had not dared to bring it along to K2. It was an exquisite pink diamond the size of a pinky nail, surrounded by paler siblings. I had always loved that ring, its blushing ice-cold beauty, and my mother had known that well. That was why it had been such a betrayal when Iris gave the ring to Ben instead—he who had inherited his father’s fortune by then and could have bought as many rings as he liked. That one ring, though, it could have been mine, if only Iris had chosen differently.


Their engagement party was the very last time I had seen Ben and his bride before they died.


I quickly pocketed the ring and the rest of my mother’s diamonds before making my way back to the guest room. Maybe there was a list somewhere detailing all the pieces that Amanda had owned, but surely no one would notice—at least not for a while—that some of it was missing. Miss Feely had said they would deposit the jewels and crate the art, but maybe they wouldn’t look too hard. And even if they did discover the theft, no one would suspect me, the girls’ selfless and loving aunt.


I was determined to bleed my brother’s corpse dry—starting with my mother’s diamonds.


Needless to say, I was jubilant the next day when I brought my new charges with me to the airport. Not only because of what I had accomplished the night before, but also in anticipation of what was to come. I felt as if I was transporting a cache of gold—albeit a chattering one.


“What is your house like?” Violet asked while the taxi slid through the quiet neighborhood of town houses and neatly pruned trees.


“Oh, it is big,” I answered, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. Compared to the house I first grew up in, Crescent Hill was a castle, and I clearly remembered admiring its size the first time I set foot in there. “It’s not as modern as the house you’re used to, but that’s the charm of old places.”


“Grandma Fiona lived in an old house,” Lily noted from the other end of the back seat. “It was a big farmhouse, and the floorboards creaked when you walked on them.”


“Well, isn’t that novel.” I had to fight not to roll my eyes. “I suppose it had mice as well?”


“Yes, it did, in winter,” Lily replied. Her voice was muffled by the pink scarf she had insisted on wrapping several times around her neck, fearing she would catch a cold. Both of the girls were bundled up like small bears in woolen coats and knitted mittens, even though it was April and spring was in the air. Lily clearly took her responsibility as the eldest very seriously, which I supposed was a good thing. They had to be awfully warm, though. I myself had folded up my fur coat and kept it in my lap.


“Well, there are no mice at my house,” I assured them. “I won’t tolerate vermin and have traps set out all year round.”


“Do you ever catch any?” Violet asked.


“All the time. Sometimes they are still alive when I get to them, and Dina has to drown them in a water bucket.”


Lily was appalled. “Couldn’t you just let them loose outside?”


Violet didn’t seem to mind dead mice but peered at me with curious eyes.


“They would just come back again,” I answered. “It’s the way of vermin.”


We then drove in blissful silence for a while before Lily asked, “How far is it from your house to the school?”


“Not far, although I have to take you in the car. Unless you would prefer bicycles?”


“Isn’t there a school bus?”


My finely painted eyebrows arched upward.


“No, not where I live. It’s a little bit outside of town, but I’m sure we will find a solution.” Anything for my little nuggets of gold. “It’s nothing you have to worry about right now anyhow. With your situation being what it is, you won’t have to enroll until fall.” We had all agreed on that—me, Miss Feely, and Mr. Skye. I, for one, was utterly relieved not to have to face that particular institution just yet, and all the bad memories that swirled around the place.


“Is it a good school?” Lily persisted. “Because if it’s not, boarding school—”


“Oh, the local school is fine,” I interrupted. “Everybody says so,” and boarding school was expensive. If I could manage to get my hands on their whole fortune, I would rather it be as intact as possible. “You should at least give it a try.” I leaned over and gave Lily my very best smile.


“Of course.” Appropriately chastised, Lily leaned back in the seat again. Her restless fingers were toying with a pair of fluffy earmuffs in her lap, as white as her woolen coat.


“I have to continue to play, though. Do you think that’s possible there?” She had made a great fuss about her violin before we left, worrying that air travel would somehow damage the instrument. “Do they have good music teachers in Ivory Springs?”


“I’m sure we can scramble one up,” I muttered.


“I’m really serious about my playing.” Her cool gaze had gained some fire. “Mama says—said—I could become good enough to maybe give concerts one day, or play in a big orchestra.” Her voice took on a soft timbre when she painted her glorious future in words, and Miss Feely had mentioned a wish expressed in the will about the girl continuing her music education. Ben and Amanda had clearly held some aspirations for her. Not that it mattered, of course.


“We’ll see what we can do, but you have to understand that things are different now, and adjustments have to be made.” I couldn’t conjure a skilled teacher out of thin air, and Ivory Springs wasn’t known for its flourishing cultural scene.


The girl looked a little stung by my words and leaned back in the seat. I honestly wished that she would give up the music altogether— not because I didn’t have an ear for it, but because I did, and nothing in this world aggrieved me more than an amateur butchering the masters.


“Are there any children where you live?” Now it was Violet who had questions.


“Oh, I don’t have many neighbors, and those who live closest to me are elderly. I’m sure you’ll befriend several of the young boys and girls in town, though, once you start school.”


“Will we have our own rooms in your house?” The girl was relentless.


“Of course you will—one each!” Did she think I was going to place them on the floor?


“Do you have any pets?” Lily asked; her cold gaze held a tiny spark of fire. She was clearly hoping for a feline companion or some such.


“No, but there are quite a few animals around.”


“The mice?” She looked at me with horror and the little spark died in her eyes.


I smiled, thinking of my home décor. “Other animals, too.”


“We had a dog before,” Violet volunteered. “Her name was Goldie and she was really old. When she passed away, Lily cried and cried—”


“She was my best friend.” Lily sounded stung. “Wouldn’t you be crying if your best friend died?”


“Yes,” Violet agreed. “But I told you she was all right.”


Lily snorted. “How would you even know?”


“Why are you wearing all those diamond rings?” Violet had let her gaze be snagged by the stacks of jewels on my fingers.


“Because they are beautiful. Don’t you agree?” I eyed the girl, who nodded slowly, still staring at my hands.


“Mama and Papa had a plan for our education.” Lily returned to what seemed to be her favorite subject. “I really think boarding school—”


I cut her off. “Well, your parents are no longer around to make those decisions.”


Another stricken expression appeared on the young girl’s face, just as I had hoped. It was better if she learned right away that I wouldn’t spoil them like their parents had.


I didn’t owe my nieces anything—but they surely owed me a great deal.


“This is a difficult situation for all of us,” I continued, adding a little warmth to my voice. “We all have to do our best, and at least you two are together.”


“It’s what our parents wanted,” Lily said in a hollow voice. She blinked her eyes rapidly again, just as she had done the night before. At first, I thought she was fighting back tears, but that seemed not to be the case, as she was fine again the next moment. Maybe it was just her nerves.


“Yes, it was,” I replied, though I did have my doubts. Benjamin really should have updated his will after his mother-in-law’s passing. It was only just, though, that things had turned out this way. Finally, it was my time to blossom, and I could certainly endure a few questions to make it happen.


“Lucia will probably miss us,” said Violet.


“Lucia will be paid to care for other children now,” I replied. It was nothing but the truth, and these girls clearly knew nothing of the world.


“She said she would never forget us,” Violet insisted, which was probably not a lie on the young nanny’s part. Who could ever forget the spectacle of their parents’ demise?


“Do you have a job, Aunt Clara?” The next question came from Lily, who had obviously recovered from our little tiff.


“I have independent means,” I replied, though that was barely true anymore. Years of indulging my passion had seen my fortune dwindling, and it didn’t much matter if they had been sound investments. “I have training as a nurse,” I continued. “Your grandpapa paid for my education.” To get me out of the house, but I didn’t mention that part. “It was very generous of him.” I felt a little sick as I said it.


“We never met him.” Violet sounded sad, though that regret was most certainly misplaced.


“He was old already by the time he married Iris,” I noted. Benjamin had been about Lily’s age when his father died. Iris had still been vital, though, for many years after, monitoring her golden boy closely.


“Do you miss being a nurse?” Lily asked next, and I felt the first pangs of a headache coming on.


“Not particularly, no. I have other interests now.”


“Like what?” Violet looked up at me again, her eyes too close for comfort. I noted how the knot of her red scarf had come entirely undone, and one of her shoelaces, too.


“Oh, I dabble in this and that.” I didn’t want to share my plan just yet. It was bold enough that it could make the older girl suspicious of my motivations.


It was better for now if they saw me as just their kind and selfless aunt, who had taken them into her home out of nothing but the goodness of her heart.
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Everything was happening so fast. One moment, we were in the house we had lived in all our lives, and the next we were in a place where the pretty streets we were used to were gone, and there were only bumpy dirt roads running between farms and fields, and sometimes thick dark woods. There was a town, too, but it wasn’t much more than a few streets of stores that seemed to sell mostly animal feed and tractor parts.


Aunt Clara had parked her car at the airport, and on our way to Ivory Springs, I realized she was probably what Mama had called a “reckless driver.” I sat in the back with Lily and squeezed her hand every time the car made a turn. When Aunt Clara said we were “soon there,” I heard Lily let out her breath.


Aunt Clara’s house wasn’t what I had imagined in my head. Because of the way she had talked about it, I had thought it was as big as the town house, but when we came up the steep, narrow driveway, I could tell that I had been wrong. The house wasn’t large but normalsized. It was old and run-down and looked a bit strange.


“It’s blue,” I whispered to Lily. If Aunt Clara heard me, she pretended not to, and just sat there with her curled blond hair forced in place by lots of little hairpins. She had stacks of diamond rings on every one of her fingers, except for the thumbs. Her lips in the rearview mirror were thin and painted red.


“The house isn’t blue exactly,” Lily whispered back to me. “It’s more like teal, don’t you think?”


“It’s cyan.” Aunt Clara’s sharp voice sounded in the air. “I had it painted myself when I inherited the place.”


“It’s very beautiful,” Lily said, even though she didn’t mean it. She just wanted Aunt Clara to like us. “It’s just not common in our old neighborhood.”


“No,” she replied as the car stopped on the gravel outside the big front door. “That is why I picked the color. Who would want a house just like everybody else’s?”


I absolutely agreed with Aunt Clara, despite what Lily thought. I liked the cyan walls. It made the house look different—like a parrot in a flock of crows.


“All right.” Aunt Clara opened the creaking car door and stretched out all her long limbs until she stood upright, draped in her black fur coat. “Come along, girls.” She opened the door next to me, letting in a chilly breeze. “Welcome to Crescent Hill—your new home!”


I looked up at the house again as we shuffled around the station wagon to get our suitcases and Gertrud—Lily’s violin—from the trunk. The cyan paint flaked from the gables, showing us the gray wood underneath. The climbing roses grew wild and were crowding the stained-glass windows on the ground floor. Above the black front door, a crescent-shaped window shone red in the light from the setting sun. Big oak trees grew everywhere around the house, and empty flowerpots were stacked by the house wall, next to a couple of empty oil drums that looked burned on the inside. The wooden stairs to the door had a few slats missing, and I wondered if we would have to jump across to make it to the top.


Just when we had unloaded the luggage—all the suitcases we had brought belonged to a yellow set Mama had left behind in her closet—the door to the house opened and a small, thin woman stepped out onto the top of the stairs. I figured it had to be Dina, the housekeeper. She seemed friendly as she came down the steps—sidestepping the holes—wearing an orange-and-brown-striped dress and carved bone earrings shaped like whales. Her dark, graying hair was gathered in a bun at the back of her head.


“Welcome, girls,” she said when her feet were safely down on the gravel. Her voice was very light and sounded young for someone who was not. “You must be Violet.” She bent a little at the waist to look me in the eyes, which made me like her at once, just for that.


“I am,” I said, and shook her hand, which was warm and dry and felt strong.


“I am Dina.” She reached for our largest suitcase. “Let me help you with that,” she said, and hoisted it up in the air, using only one hand.


“Lily, I presume?” The housekeeper reached out her free hand to my sister.


“Yes.” She shook the housekeeper’s hand, and I could tell that she liked Dina, too, by the way she smiled.


“I hope you’re hungry.” Dina turned away and started moving back toward the stairs, carrying the suitcase as if it weighed nothing. “I have fresh rolls, honey, and jam,” she continued as she started to climb.


“Oh, good.” I was so hungry that my stomach ached just from thinking about it. We hadn’t eaten anything since the plane.


“Something lighter, too, I hope,” Aunt Clara’s voice snapped in the air. “A little salmon, maybe? Cucumber sandwiches?” When Dina didn’t reply right away, she said it again in a louder voice.


“Of course, Mrs. Woods.” Dina didn’t turn her head to look at Aunt Clara, just answered over her shoulder. Her voice was much colder than when she had spoken to us, so I didn’t think she liked Aunt Clara much either.


“Come along, girls.” Aunt Clara lifted her own purple suitcase and followed Dina inside. Lily and I exchanged a look before gathering up the rest of our luggage and following her up the stairs, both of us careful not to stumble on the ruined steps.


The house looked even stranger on the inside. In the hall, there was a set of winding stairs made of carved dark wood, and two glass chandeliers hanging from the ceiling with several of the light bulbs missing. It was the rest of the room that made me feel like my heart had stopped, though. There were so many animals. I saw an elk, a fox, and a bear, and even a chimpanzee, hanging from a ledge high up on the wall—and they were all talking to me! Not with words, but like a quiet whisper or hush drifting through the air, and some of them had tendrils of smoke swirling around their bodies. The smoke was reaching out toward me, wanting me to come closer. Without even thinking about it, I reached out a hand to touch a swaying ribbon that came from the bear. I wasn’t afraid at all. It reminded me of Goldie, and how she had always wanted to lick our faces when we had been gone.


“Look, Lily,” I said, when the smoke had curled up my arm to touch the edge of my scarf. When the smoke reached my cheek, it tickled and I laughed.


Lily gave me a dark look. “They’re not funny,” she snapped.


“They’re not bad just because they’re dead,” I said, just as the smoke from the chimpanzee landed on my head. They touched only me, though, I noticed. They didn’t even try to touch the others, and Lily was looking at me as if I had done something wrong.


“What?” I asked, before figuring that Lily probably didn’t see the smoke either, just like she didn’t see K2. Just like I couldn’t see the colors Lily saw burning on people’s skin.


The smoke was one of those things.


Aunt Clara dropped her suitcase to the scuffed wooden floor and looked at the animals, too. “They were here when I moved in, and I still haven’t figured out how to get rid of them.”


“Isn’t there an attic where they could go?” Lily asked with a grimace. She didn’t like dead things. I wound my fingers with the bear’s smoky tendril to keep it from my face—it just tickled too much— while pretending to scratch my ear. The bear felt like trees, moss, and a clear, cold spring, but it was faint, like the memory of a dream after you have woken up.


“Oh, sure,” Aunt Clara replied to my sister, “but it’s already crammed with the old woman’s knickknacks—and it is off- limits! Do you hear?” She turned her gaze on both of us, and Lily and I quickly nodded. “Good.” Aunt Clara pulled off her gloves and shook out of the fur coat. “The basement as well,” she continued. “Completely and utterly off- limits!” Her green eyes fell on us again, her red lips curved down at the edges. “It’s not safe down there,” she said.
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