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To my mom, who taught me to be brave, even when I’m most afraid






Chapter One

A red door.

A dark hallway.

A terrible feeling of dread.

My dream always starts just like this. The only noise is a rhythmic dripping behind one of the walls. I’m so sick with fear, I can’t move. I squeeze my eyes shut, but when I open them, the red door is still there. Looming.

A tingle prickles up my spine, like the toes of a hundred black spiders.

Someone whispers my name.

And right then, on most nights, I wake up.

Usually I’m crying, my sleeping gown soaked in sweat. Usually I plead for my mam to light the gas lamp by our bed, and she holds me till the shaking has stopped.

But sometimes I can’t wake up at all.

Sometimes, still asleep, I thrash about or crawl to the floor. Sometimes I run screaming straight across the room, my eyes wide open but not seeing.

Mam calls it “getting stuck.”

On those nights, when she catches my cheeks between her hands, she can tell that I’m not really with her. She says she calls to me over and over, trying to lead me back to the world of the living with the sound of her voice, but it’s like I’m deep underwater. I hear nothing at all.



In the distance, on the other side of the East River, a lighthouse beam pierces the late afternoon fog. Five seconds of burning light. Five seconds of chilling dark. For a moment, I’m certain it’s happened again. I’m certain I’m stuck in the nightmare.

I realize that the shadow forming across the murky, churning water is North Brother Island, and a shiver passes through me. I turn to go back inside the ferry, but Mam takes my wrist.

“You promised,” she says under her breath. Since I can hear her, I know I’m awake. “Come now, Essie. Be a brave girl.”

That’s easy enough for her, I suppose. Mam is the bravest person in all of New York City. Everyone says it—the cranky landlord in our crumbling tenement; my best friend, Beatrice; the nuns who teach us at St. Jerome’s Catholic School. I’ve seen Mam pick up dead rats without flinching. I’ve seen her stomp a fire out with her boot. When she was half my age, just five years old, she crossed the whole ocean with her mother to join her father in America. I can’t even take a ferry up Hell Gate without turning white as a petticoat.

January wind, freezing and damp, spits into my face. There are slushy puddles of water on the deck and it’s so cold that I’m shaking even in my big coat, but Mam takes a step toward the rail, tugging me after. I get an irritated look from her when I dig in my heels, but I refuse to risk my life for a view. Besides, anyone with sense knows that the shadow in the distance is no sort of view to be glad for.

“Brought a lot of luggage, you did,” someone says, and Mam and I both turn.

A crewman in a long, wet rain slicker smiles, tipping his cap. The water is getting rough, so he’s checking cargo secured to the deck, pulling on ropes and doubling knots. One of the big wooden crates beside him reads MEDICAL SUPPLIES. Another reads LABORATORY EQUIPMENT. Tied up on top of the pile is our dented old steamer trunk and Mam’s pretty metal hatbox—a gift from her new husband.

My new father.

I cringe.

“A lot of luggage just for a visit, I mean,” the crewman continues, several questions hanging at the end of his comment.

He’s not the first curious person we’ve met today, but I don’t like the look of him. There’s something suspicious—his hair, perhaps, or his shoes—so I shrink behind my mother and narrow my eyes.

“We aren’t visiting,” Mam says, raising her voice to be heard over the waves. “We’re moving to the island.”

The crewman tilts his head. “You can’t be patients.”

“Heavens, no!” says my mother.

I don’t want to look out over the water again. I don’t want to see the lighthouse, warning us away from the growing shadow it guards. But the ferry rocks violently and I stumble from my mother, crying out as a huge wave splashes up over the bow. Terrified I’ll be swept overboard, I lurch to the side railing and cling on tightly.

Behind me, Mam is giggling like a schoolgirl, pressing her fancy new hat to her head. She’s hardly even lost her balance, as poised and confident-looking as ever.

“What weather!” she says to the crewman, and then, as if I didn’t just nearly fall to my death, “Not too close, Essie dear.”

I shut my eyes, trying to keep from looking down at the icy rushing water below. All I want in the world is to go back inside—and then, after that, to turn the boat around and go home—but I’m frightened I’ll fall if I let go of the railing. And our home in Mott Haven is no longer our home. The rest of our possessions, few as they are, have already been packed up and sent ahead to the island. Our tenement back in the city is empty.

Our apartment, where I’ve lived my whole life.

Our apartment, where I lived with my mam and my da—my real da.

When the beam from the lighthouse strikes me again, I force my eyes open, squinting through the brightness, then the gloom that follows.

North Brother Island is desolate. The scattered trees look like the arms of skeletons. The shoreline is rocky and seems to be waiting for someone to step wrong and twist her ankle.

“You’re a nurse, then?” the crewman asks my mother. “To replace the ones gone missing?”

I let go of the railing and turn around, my eyes wide, but then the ferry crashes into another high wave and I’m sent tumbling toward Mam, shouting. She catches me as dirty brown water sprays up over the side of the boat.

“I’m drenched!” I cry out.

“You are not,” says Mam.

“I’ll catch cold!”

“Goodness, Essie. Don’t be dramatic.”

My mother turns toward the crewman and excuses us politely before leading me back inside the ferry. By the time we make it, I’m a shivering, blubbering mess.

“Stop it now,” says my mother. “You’re causing a scene.”

I can’t help myself, though. It’s terrible, picturing all the ways you might die.

Mam pries my fingers from her waist and begins patting her clothing down with a handkerchief. Her wet skirt is black-and-white-striped. Like the hat and hatbox, it’s new. Another gift.

“We might have picked a better day to travel.” She tries to smile at me.

“We might have not traveled at all,” I say.

A sharp look is enough to get me quiet again, so I cross my arms, teeth still chattering, and pace away. Our ferry sways. North Brother Island creeps closer. The storm clouds darken above. When someone begins coughing, I glance over my shoulder. There aren’t many other passengers on the small boat, though I saw two police officers board with us. They must be up top with the captain. It seems the ferry is mostly just delivering a last run of supplies before bad weather makes crossing the river impossible. But then, in the far corner of the room, wrapped in a shabby blanket, I see a skinny man, his face flushed with fever.

Anxiety knots in my gut. I take a step back.

“Come dry off,” calls Mam, wiggling the handkerchief as she sits down on a bench. Her eyes dart to the man, and I quickly do as I’m told.

For a while, neither of us speaks. We’ve said everything already, after all. Yelled everything. Shouted everything. Called each other terrible names. I’ve already cried till I was purple, gasping and begging like my life was in danger.

Because, truly, it is.

The ferry crests wave after wave, rolling my stomach.

“We’re going to sink,” I whisper.

“No, we aren’t.”

“Ships sink in this part of the river all the time. Hell Gate is a graveyard.”

Mam sighs. “You know, my first time on a ship, I was so excited. I couldn’t stop thinking about what my new home would be like. And we had quite a few worse nights than this. Have I told you about the time we started taking on water and the cabin filled up to my bloomers?”

Of course she has. I’ve heard about every moment of my mother’s journey from Ireland. Even when she tells me the most frightening parts—the ship catching fire or the food spoiling or sharks circling in anticipation—she speaks as if it were all some grand adventure I missed out on. I suppose, in her mind, anything was better than what they were leaving behind. Mam and Granny were starving. Getting on the boat to America was a last chance at survival.

The beam from the lighthouse pierces the fog, fracturing through the ferry windows. Light. Dark. Light again.

“He’s a good man, Essie. You’ll see.”

I go rigid. I don’t want to hear my mother try again to convince me that this is the right choice—the only choice. I don’t want to hear about Dr. Blackcreek and his hospital.

“We’re going to get sick,” I say, my voice low as I glance at the other passenger.

“No, we aren’t,” Mam replies, and she puts her arm around me, kissing the top of my head.

I understand why my granda came to America. I understand why my granny followed him. But even though, through her pretty new dress, I can feel how thin Mam has gotten—even though, this past Christmas, we could barely afford coal to keep from freezing, much less any presents—I don’t understand why my mother’s remarried. I don’t understand why she agreed to move us to this strange man’s estate.

Because North Brother Island isn’t like other islands.

Our new home is where the incurable sick of New York City are sent to die.






Chapter Two

The precise moment I knew all hope was lost came yesterday at half past three.

I arrived home from school late and found nearly our entire apartment packed away. The biggest shock wasn’t the emptiness of the place, since we own very little. It wasn’t even the hulking steamer trunk, half-full with its heavy lid open, sitting right in the middle of the kitchen. No, the biggest shock was seeing Mam standing there in the midst of strewn clothing and hastily wrapped dishes, trying on a new hat. It was fashionably tall with a gigantic, wide brim and topped with piles of ribbon and lace. My mother was humming to herself, admiring her reflection in a tarnished hand mirror. For how much mind she paid me, I might as well have been see-through. She only turned and noticed me when my arms went limp and my schoolbooks thunked all over the floorboards.

“Oh, Essie!” Mam said cheerfully, taking off her hat. “Thank goodness you’re finally home.”

Her hair was pinned up, as usual, in a large, lush puff on her head. She was always threatening to chop it off and complaining about how it got in the way, but so far, I’d talked her out of such scandal. Clearly, my recent efforts to talk her out of ruining our lives hadn’t been as successful, because the next thing she said was, “You need to go pack your things. Tomorrow we’re leaving for North Brother Island.”

The death sentence was so matter-of-fact, so perfectly simple and undebatable, that she might have been correcting my arithmetic homework. She’d used the exact same tactic two weeks ago. While cooking colcannon, she’d casually announced that she’d remarried.

“We met marching together at a women’s suffrage rally,” she’d said with a smile, mashing together potatoes and cabbage. “His real name is Alwin Schwarzenbach, but he goes by Alwin Blackcreek because people get flustered when they try to pronounce ‘Schwarzenbach.’ Essie love, you’re going to get on so well. I can’t wait for you to meet him.”

It was clear my mother had lost all common sense.

Not only had she married a stranger—a German stranger, at that—but she’d married a man with the most unfortunate of occupations. Dr. Blackcreek was the director of one of the most feared places in New York City—Riverside Hospital on North Brother Island. People who were thought to be sick with infectious diseases, usually poor people or immigrants like us, were regularly rounded up by the Board of Health and shipped to one of the quarantine hospitals on the islands in the East River, often against their will. Everyone said that if you had the bad luck to wind up on North Brother, you’d never leave.

During that first conversation about my new stepfather, as Mam had described how grand his estate would be compared to our tenement, I could do little but gape. Yesterday afternoon, coming home to find our whole life stuffed into suitcases, I had much the same reaction.

“Bad weather’s on the way, so we’ve no choice but to leave quickly,” Mam had said. “Alwin sent a letter this morning from the hospital and there will be room for us tomorrow on a late ferry. It might be weeks till we can travel otherwise.”

I didn’t argue that “weeks till we can travel” would be just fine with me. I didn’t say a word, in fact. I just turned and left the apartment. In the narrow hallway, where the yellowed wallpaper was peeling, I took off at a run. At the rickety stairs I slowed, worried I might trip and fall, but once I made it to the bottom and through the back door, I sped up again. The fenced-in dirt yard behind our tenement was bitter cold. Half-frozen clothes hung on lines overhead. The row of slanted wooden outhouses blurred as I rushed past them. With more than seventy people in our little building, usually all three were occupied, but thankfully, today no one was around.

At the back end of the yard, I collapsed behind a stack of wooden barrels and hugged my knees, sobbing.

“You sound sniffly as a babe with the pox,” someone called from nearby.

I didn’t have to look up to tell it was Beatrice.

“If you haven’t anything nice to say, leave me alone,” I muttered, wiping my eyes with my patched mittens.

My best friend walked up in front of me and crossed her arms. The hem of her dress was caked with mud. Her hair was dirty and her stockings were ripped at the knees. In short, she looked much as she always did. Beatrice was forever going places she shouldn’t and coming out tattered.

“What’s the matter then? Found another mouse living in your pillow?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“Got teased by the older boys on the street corner? I’ll have my brothers ring their ears.”

I shook my head again.

“You heard a loud noise that scared you? Or your pencils rolled into the dark place under your bed?”

“It’s nothing like that!” I cried, frustrated. “It’s more terrible than anything you can guess.”

Beatrice frowned. “Well then, what?”

“I’m moving.”

Her eyes widened. “When?”

“Tomorrow. To North Brother Island.”

At this, Beatrice dropped down beside me, taking my hands. “Saints forbid,” she said. “That really is terrible.”

My friend knew all about my mother’s recent marriage, about Dr. Blackcreek and his hospital. In fact, she probably knew even more than I did—upsetting things she hadn’t the heart to tell me—because Beatrice was a snooper. She listened in on people’s private conversations. She read their letters or followed them if they were acting odd. This was all in preparation, of course, for her future career as a detective, so it should come as no surprise that her favorite dime novels were sleuth ones, like Nick Carter Weekly, or that she liked to ask new neighbors weird questions and search down dark alleys for clues. Often she forgot about studying, or even going to school, because she was so busy tracking grifters and creeps.

Beatrice’s mam and da didn’t much notice her sleuthing, not even when she came home from St. Jerome’s with bad marks and welts on her palms because the nuns had smacked them with a ruler. This was mostly due to the fact that Beatrice’s three older brothers took up all their parents’ attention. The Murphy boys were a real terror—the worst on our block. They started street fights and swiped sweets from shopkeepers. They spent their money from selling papers on gambling, cigarettes, and nickelodeons. In the evenings, they were frequently dragged home by the police, and even all the way up on the fifth floor, I could hear the yelps when the boys got the belt from their da.

In any case, Beatrice was known to have the inside scoop on everything, so I appreciated that thus far she’d kept any rumors about my mam’s new husband to herself. Knowing I was moving to an island for people with cholera and yellow fever and typhoid was quite enough for me to worry about.

I pressed my face into my hands. “I’ll never see you again. I’ll get sick and die.”

“Essie, Essie, Essie,” Beatrice chided, nudging me with her shoulder. “Don’t be silly. If you can take a ferry there, you can take a ferry here to visit. And you’re not going to die.”

“I don’t want to live with some strange man!”

“It could be worse,” she said seriously. “I mean, it sounds like he’s loaded, so I bet your new house will be posh. You might even have electricity!”

I gasped, horrified by the idea, and began sobbing all over.

My friend sighed. “Sometimes I worry you’re hopeless.”

And then Beatrice got a look in her eyes that I knew all too well. A wide, eager look that meant she knew something—and that I wouldn’t want to hear it.

“No. Stop right there,” I said quickly, sniffling and scooting away.

“But, Essie—”

“Whatever it is, don’t tell me! I’m frightened enough!”

“I just… if you see her… Oh, I’m so jealous!”

“See her?” I sputtered. “See who?”

“Typhoid Mary!” Beatrice exclaimed. “North Brother Island is where they shut her away!”

At this, I felt myself go cold.

Typhoid Mary.

Two years ago, she’d been all over the papers. It was discovered that her cooking had infected multiple households with typhoid fever, so she’d been forcibly quarantined. Then, this past summer, the New York American had printed a terrifying picture that showed Mary spicing a dish on her stove with a sprinkle of skulls, which started the tabloids back up again. Beatrice thought Mary’s story fascinating. She’d followed it obsessively, snatching discarded papers from reeking trash bins to keep up.

“Do you remember her famous dessert? Ice cream and sliced peaches!” Beatrice exclaimed. “Can you imagine? Ice cream and sliced peaches? I’d risk getting ill to eat that.”

“I don’t want to hear any more,” I pleaded, wringing my mittens. “I don’t want to think about living near someone so dangerous.”

“They say Mary took a carving knife and went after the sanitation engineer who tracked her down! Or maybe it was a fork? Either way, she was screaming and cursing. Oh, Essie, do say I can visit! I should very much like to meet her.”

“Beatrice, please!”

She rolled her eyes and put an arm around my shoulders. “Let’s go inside. You’re shivering. Isn’t frostbite on that list of yours?”

It was, of course—catalogued under the Fs on the List of Unspeakable Fears. But my impending move to a quarantine island, and my mysterious new stepfather to boot, utterly outranked it.

“I don’t want to go in. I don’t want to pack,” I said.

“Well, unless you plan to show up at your new home with no change of underwear, you haven’t much choice.”

“I don’t want to leave you,” I said, and this time, the sad noise I made was very small.

For a brief moment, Beatrice’s expression fell, and I thought she might cry too. We’d gone to the same school and been best friends since we were little. We’d lived always in the same building.

Finally Beatrice straightened up, turned away, and replied gruffly, “Well, buck up. Because there’s no room for you in our apartment. I suppose if you’d like to try for a life of crime on the streets, my brothers could help you get started. But just know, once I’m a famous detective, I’ll come after you all the same. Fair is fair.”

I wrapped my arms around her neck and pressed my face into her coat. “What will I do without you?”

“I honestly don’t know,” she said, patting the top of my head. I could feel her smiling. “But we won’t have to find out. You aren’t moving to the moon. If you need me, just write. I’ll always write back.”

Eventually, the cold got the best of us, so we walked together past the old, stinking outhouses, past the metal-ringed wooden buckets of coal, past the piles of filthy clothing, waiting to be washed. Beatrice said farewell at the door, off for more sleuthing, I expected, and up the rickety stairs I went, all alone. On the fifth-floor landing, I slipped quietly into my apartment. The kitchen was clean, and under an old knitted warmer was a loaf of soda bread, hot out of the oven. Mam’s hat was tucked away in its box and one of our hand-me-down suitcases was sitting on a chair, ready for me to pack. My mother herself must have been out, because she wasn’t in sight.

In the kitchen, there were three doors. One led to the hall. One, to the right, led into the tiny sitting room where Mam and I spent almost all our time. The third one, to the left, led to a large bedroom. It was where our boarders lived, the most recent ones newly arrived from Ireland. The family had four young children and they all slept together in the same room. A quick listen told me no one was home.

I turned right and stepped into the small sitting room, where Mam and I had pallets made up on the floor. There wasn’t space enough for a real bed. I crossed to the far wall and stared out our only window. It faced the street. Outside was a fire escape. I hadn’t been on it in more than three years. But if Mam and I were to leave in the morning—if this was my last chance—I couldn’t stop now. Seeing this view was far too important.

I gritted my teeth, opened the window, and climbed out.

From our block, if you lived up high enough, you could see the East River and its many islands: North and South Brother Islands, Randall’s Island and Wards Island, Blackwell’s Island in the distance. You could see Hell Gate too, a dangerous, narrow strait of water near Queens. A chill breeze bit at my cheeks.

Da had loved this view.

He was comfortable, up above the rest of the city. For most of his life, he’d worked on dangerous construction sites—bridges and tall buildings and places like that.

“Because us Irish are expendable,” he would say, grinning. “Lucky I’ve got good balance.”

Da was never afraid of heights. And when I was with him, I wasn’t either—at least not a lot. We’d swing our legs over the edge of the fire escape, side by side. He’d talk baseball and roll cigarettes, and the smoke would drift out above the streets far below. For hours, we’d watch steam-powered ships travel up the river, water foaming and rough all around them.

“Look at those tugs,” Da might say, admiring even the ones heaped with garbage and barrels of night soil, on their way to dump the city’s waste into the Atlantic.

He might point at a pretty boat. “You know, I came over on a charmer just like that.”

It hurt to think of these things, but I knelt down on the fire escape anyway, a safe distance from the edge, and clasped my mittens tight together. The sight line to the river wasn’t as direct as it used to be. A new building across the street was partially in my way. But I could still close my eyes and remember.

It wasn’t really the view I wanted to see, after all.

I tried to picture Da’s smile. I tried to hear his laugh. I wanted to feel my father’s presence beside me one more time. Before I was too far away.

And then, like a prick to the thumb, something appeared, clear as ice.

A memory I did not want.

It was morning. It was summer. I was nearly five years old.

I’d come onto the fire escape to bring Da his coffee, as I always did, taking great care not to spill. Mam sometimes hovered nearby, prepared to lend a hand if I needed it, but that morning, she was not there. And when I climbed out into the sunlight, I found my father’s eyes wide open in horror. He grabbed for me, pulling my sleeve as he pointed, and hot coffee sloshed over my hand. The burn would be bad enough to leave a scar, but I didn’t cry out, and Da didn’t even realize what he’d done. Because we were both staring down at the river.

At a passenger ship. A big one.

Huge, black clouds of smoke tumbled from its hull.

I’d seen fires before. In the Bronx, cramped, cluttered buildings like ours went up in flames all the time. Charcoal irons tipped over or were left unattended. Embers from fireplaces hopped out onto carpets. Smoking pipes dropped into sleeping men’s laps. In New York City, with the old buildings so close together, once a fire got started, it was hard to put out. Later, in school, I’d read about our city’s three Great Fires—how they’d spread faster than the men could fight them, how one was so massive it could be seen from Philadelphia.

But the blaze Da and I saw was bigger than anything I’d ever seen. It was more frightening than anything I’d ever read about.

Far off as we were, with the wind pushing hard in a different direction, we couldn’t smell the ship’s decks as they burned, fueled by a lamp room filled with straw and oily rags. We weren’t forced to breathe in the dust from the rotten life preservers, thick enough to make you choke. But we could see little bright spots of light, sometimes two at a time, sometimes more.

Some jumped. Some were thrown. Some toppled over the railings.

Falling.

Spinning.

They all vanished into the dark, churning water.

That morning in 1904, I’d gripped my father’s calloused hand with my hurt one and held on for my life. The General Slocum turned in desperation toward North Brother Island, a thousand of the women and children it carried soon to be dead.

But yesterday afternoon, there was no one’s hand to hold.

I’d thumbed the faint scar through my mittens and gone back inside.

Climbing out onto the fire escape, what I’d wanted was to find happy memories, something to take with me to my new home. Instead, I’d found a burning ship.






Chapter Three

It’s almost dark now. It’s started to rain. Our ferry slows and comes to a stop at the dock on North Brother. The waves, getting stronger, rock our boat up and down, making it difficult for the crewmen outside to secure the ramp and unload. At the last moment, I grasp my mother’s arm and cling to her, pleading.

“Please, please, let’s stay inside! Just until the storm passes,” I beg.

She shakes me off, sighing, and opens an umbrella. Then she picks up our two small suitcases and goes on without me, making it across the swaying ramp all alone. When I finally gather enough courage to follow her, three shrill blasts from the steamer’s whistle nearly make me jump out of my dress. After that, I’m such a trembling mess that the crewman with the suspicious shoes has to carry me over the ramp. On the other side, I walk with him down a long wooden dock, water splashing up over the sides. The freezing rain starts coming harder. My mother meets us on the shore, and I hurry to her.

“Is that the main hospital building?” she asks the crewman, nearly having to yell over the wind. She points to a long brick structure at our left. It’s two stories tall, with five massive chimneys and dozens of dark windows.

Even though the trip wasn’t long, my legs feel strange and wobbly now that I’m back on solid land. Since I’m busy worrying about this, I don’t notice at first that the crewman is still on the dock—that he won’t step onto the island.

“Aye. The pesthouse,” the man says, nodding, and I look up, my heart skipping a beat. When Mam frowns, he adds quickly, “The smallpox pavilion, I mean.”

The steamer whistle sounds again—three shrill blasts—and then two nurses in white smocks and high rubber overshoes emerge from the building, hurrying toward the boat. The crewman eyes them anxiously, then tips his wet cap to bid us farewell. He joins his mates unloading the rest of the cargo. Ice-cold wind heaves against me, and I huddle closer to Mam under her umbrella. I can feel the bottom of my skirt soaking through.

“Alwin said he’d be here to meet us,” explains my mother, struggling to keep hold of her hat. “I’m sure a carriage is due any moment.”

She’s right, of course. She usually is. Just then, in the distance, a shape comes into view through the gusts of rain. The closer it gets, though, the stranger it looks. The colors are wrong. The size is odd. I can’t make out the horses.

It’s not a carriage at all. It’s an automobile.

Red-and-black top and doors. Golden trim. White tires. There are two plush black leather benches. The back one is completely enclosed from the weather, with little windows and everything. The automobile stops right in front of us, and I stand there blinking. My mother stiffens in surprise. A driver steps out and hurries around to us, opening a sturdy umbrella with a hooked silver handle.

“So sorry to keep you waiting, Mrs. Blackcreek,” he says, his curled mustache dripping. It’s the first time I’ve heard my mother called by her new name, and I can’t help but make a nasty face. The driver just smiles. “And you must be Essie!”

After taking our luggage and putting it in a covered space at the rear of the auto, he opens a little door to the back seat and gestures for us to climb in.

“Dr. Blackcreek sends his apologies,” the man says, helping my mother up. “He meant to greet you himself but was called away to the hospital to attend to some visitors. I’ve just returned from dropping him off. Quite the storm coming, isn’t it?”

He reaches for my hand so I can step in, and I notice that his eyes dart toward the swaying dock, where the police officers who boarded with us are now standing. Before I can think too much about this, though, I’m settled in the back seat and overwhelmed by the noise.

I very much intend to be frightened. The automobile is loud: growling and clicking and whirring as it idles. I’ve heard terrible stories of these contraptions crashing into things—turning turtle and killing passengers. How much can one young lady take? Traveling by boat and then auto, for the first time, all in a single day?

I very much intend to be frightened, but soon I’m too mesmerized to tremble and fret. I run my numb fingers along the slick, bouncy cushions and look into the front. There’s a steering wheel attached to a long pole, with three foot pedals below it and a hand brake to the left. To the right is a round glass dial with numbers. When the driver closes our door and climbs in, I sit back and Mam pinches my arm.

“Isn’t this exciting!” she says.

I almost nod before remembering myself and burrowing down in my coat.

The ride to our new house doesn’t take long, and the driver talks through the glass between us the whole way. His name is Frank and he’s the groundskeeper at the estate, as well as the chauffeur, apparently, and whatever else Dr. Blackcreek needs him to be. He says he’s been on the island six years, just as long as the director—followed him over to North Brother, in fact. Before Dr. Blackcreek took the job at Riverside, Frank worked for him in Manhattan.

“Always been a good man,” Frank says, calling back to us over the noise of the car. “Fair man. Treats me well.”

I let the groundskeeper’s words roll through me, pressing my nose to the window as I listen to the automobile engine grumble and clickety-clack. I watch a blur of red brick pass by. The rain is still coming down, but the fog is clearing, and through the dreary landscape I make out a gigantic smokestack, spitting black clouds into the air.

When the auto pulls into a circular drive, Mam whispers, “Oh, Essie, look.”

And the way her voice vibrates—almost as if she’s going to cry—makes me lean forward, peering outside.

“One of the island’s oldest buildings,” says Frank, squeezing the hand brake and changing pedals after the automobile comes to a stop. “Don’t fret, though. It’s been fully renovated. Up to date with the latest modern conveniences. Gas heating. Electric lighting in several rooms. Plumbing, too. There’s a fully functional toilet on the second floor! We’ve no telephone yet, but we will soon enough. For now, there are a couple at the hospital, if you’re needing one.” Frank glances back at us through the glass, smiling. “You’ve married a man with a mind for progress, Mrs. Blackcreek.”

At any other moment, I would have swooned in terror over the thought of a house so full of danger—electric lighting, indeed!—but as it is, I only gape.

Dense white mist swirls around the great old mansion. The sleeping beast is three stories tall, made up of sharp angles and steep peaks. There are several dark dormer windows with sagging hoods, but the only light comes from two flickering lamps guarding the front door.

I lean over my mother’s lap and tilt my head, looking up. Through the remaining fog, I can just make out the sloping tiled roof, and after I’ve been watching for a moment, I see the reflection of an attic window.

“Oh!” I gasp, ducking into my seat.

I hate attics. If you look up into them too long, it’s inevitable that something horrifying will look back. I hate cellars for the same reason. Staring down a dark stairwell is an open invitation to be frightened. Closets aren’t much better. Or the musty spaces under sinks. Really, anything with shadows and cobwebs is too much for me.

Mam glances my way, but Frank is already opening her door, umbrella in hand. He helps her out and she insists on carrying her own suitcase as they walk together up the path. I watch them for a moment, then curl up in the seat and close my eyes, fear pooling in my gut. Even though I’m frozen and exhausted—even though I’m terrified of catching a chill and dying on this god-awful island—I can’t stand the thought of going into that house.

Who would live in such a bleak place all alone?

What sort of man has my mother married?

When Frank comes back to retrieve me, extending a hand and another smile, he cocks his head at the house. “A sight, isn’t it?”

I twist my fingers together, looking down, and don’t answer.

“Is something wrong, miss?” he asks, smile fading into concern.

I shake my head quickly, ready myself, and climb out of the auto. But just as I step to the ground, a gust of wind passes through the yard, and the stone walkway to the house clears of fog right up to the door—creating a path just for me.

I suck in a breath as I see the house in full for the first time.

Dr. Blackcreek’s estate is the most miserable, frightening place I can possibly imagine, and it’s calling for me to come inside.






Chapter Four

Once we’re through the front door, Frank closes it behind us. As always, my mother is one step ahead, already speaking to a tidy-looking woman in a black dress and white apron about how the house is run.

“I knew the estate would be large, but this… this is enormous!” says Mam, gesturing to the wide staircase and vaulted ceiling. She’s clearly flustered. “A single maid-of-all-work in a house of this size is unthinkable. You must run yourself thin keeping up with the place!”

The maid blushes. She’s younger than Mam by several years, with a plain, round face and pointy nose. Her dark hair is pinned on top of her head.

“It isn’t so much trouble,” she says, and I guess from her accent that she came to America from Germany, like my new stepfather. “We never have company. And Dr. Blackcreek leaves rarely a footprint in the hall. I hardly know anyone is here.”

I glance down at my own footprints, tracking mud through the foyer, and bite my bottom lip.

“It’s too much for one person,” says my mother, looking serious.

She would know. I would too. Shortly after Da died, Mam lost her job as a visiting nurse, and since then, she mostly made money by cleaning fancy people’s fancy toilets or taking care of their old, sick relatives. Often, I went with her to help, at least when I wasn’t in school, and together we scrubbed the floors of houses just like this.

Frank opens the big front door suddenly, and freezing rain gusts into the foyer—a carriage has arrived with the rest of our luggage. Moving away from the cold, I wander alone a bit deeper.

The foyer is huge, with heavy carpets and curtains and twisting brass gas fixtures along the walls. The bright flames cast monstrous shadows up to the ceilings. There are expensive-looking, oddly shaped decorative vases and bowls along the tables and shelves. I tip a nearby urn toward me, peeking inside, and find it full to the brim with strange little colored pieces of glass. I set it down, perplexed, then turn to the grand staircase, which is wide enough for three people abreast. It has carved dark banisters, gleaming with wood polish. To the right of the stairs is a parlor. Fireplace crackling. Double pocket doors wide open.

The whole place is conspicuously inviting, like a vampire’s den in one of those dreadful novels Beatrice reads.

The hall past the parlor seems to lead back to a dining room, and I can smell something smoky and peppered cooking, so there must be a kitchen. Left of the stairs is another hall, which bends out of sight. The door closest to me is shut, but I take a step forward anyhow.

The knob is golden and polished. The thick wooden frame is etched with flowers and vines. I reach out, my face reflected in the knob, but then stop. A chill goes up my spine.

Because it’s not my face looking back.

The eyes are the wrong shape, too round. The nose in the reflection is too small. This morning I left my auburn hair loose. But in the doorknob, I see a dark braid with a ribbon tied at the end. I touch my head, fingers trembling.

“Essie,” says Mam. “Come meet Fräulein Gretchen.”

I look up, startled, then back down at the shiny doorknob. I blink twice. Certain as day, there I am. My eyes. My nose. My hair. Mam and the maid resume talking.

“Since you’ve mentioned it, Mrs. Blackcreek—” starts Fräulein Gretchen.

“Do call me Aileen.” My mother smiles.

“Yes, of course.” The maid smiles back uncertainly. “Well, since you’ve mentioned it, we do need to post in the papers for new staff. You’ll want a lady’s maid. And Essie must have a governess, yes?”

My eyebrows go high in my reflection, and I finally turn around. I don’t even know anyone who knows anyone with a governess. On our block in Mott Haven, if parents didn’t have time to take care of their children, children took care of themselves.

“Oh gracious,” says Mam, laughing a little. “I knew things were bound to be different here, but I doubt I’ll start needing help getting dressed.”

I cross the room and stand next to my mother. “And I don’t need a governess.”

Fräulein Gretchen looks at me, surprised. “But someone must help you with your studies. We have no school on the island.”

I’m so shocked that I just stand there staring till Mam nudges me.

“Don’t be rude,” she says. “Introduce yourself.”

I blink. “Hello, I’m Essie. Nice to meet you, Fräul—Fräu…” I hesitate, looking at my mother for help, and it’s my turn to blush.

“Fräulein,” says the maid slowly, smiling. She pronounces it “Froy-line.” “It is like ‘Miss’ in English.”

I nod but don’t try to say it again, afraid I’ll keep getting it wrong. After another moment, I ask nervously, “If you clean everything here, does that mean we don’t have to?”

Mam gasps in horror. The maid stifles a laugh. I grimace, because though I know it sounded impolite, that’s really not how I meant it. Honestly, after seeing the size of this place, I’m worried Dr. Blackcreek has simply brought us here for free labor.

“Mother Mary, hold her tongue!” my mam says under her breath.

“Well, I expect you will need to keep your own room tidy,” says Fräulein Gretchen, still chuckling a little.

My mouth drops open. “My own room?”

The maid looks to Mam, as if asking permission, then reaches out, smiling. “On the second floor. Would you like to see?”

I hesitate but then pick up my little suitcase and nod, taking her hand. The maid’s skin is soft and warm, not much like the hands of people back home. Her voice is soft and warm too. When she asks what foods I like, and if I’m tired from the big move, it seems she truly cares. By the time we reach the second floor, I’m almost feeling a bit better, even after the creepy doorknob reflection. Fräulein Gretchen chatters as we walk.

“This is the master bedroom,” she says, pointing, “where your mother and stepfather will sleep. This is the library, where you will have tutoring.”

After that is a sitting room and two guest rooms, and I think there can’t possibly be any more. But then we turn a corner and there are three. First is the bathroom, with a big porcelain claw-foot tub and a flushable toilet, just like Frank boasted about. The bowl is off-white and has engravings of fanned leaves. The wooden tank is high up on the wall, with a pull chain hanging down. Fräulein Gretchen shows me how to use it.

“Isn’t there an outhouse I can go to instead?” I ask anxiously.

“No,” the maid replies, sounding curious. “Whyever would you want that?”

I shake my head and look down at my toes, surprised she doesn’t know about the dangers of sewer gases escaping into the house. Since she works for a doctor, one expects he would have told her—unless he himself doesn’t know. I take a slow breath, again fretting about the quality of man my mother has married.

When we continue down the hall again, I notice that even up here the old house is decorated with the same odd little pieces of colored glass. They overflow from jars and vases. They’re piled in large, pretty bowls. I want to ask about them, but the next door leads to my room.

“Go ahead, then,” says Fräulein Gretchen.

I look up at her cautiously, then reach forward and turn the knob. It won’t budge.

“I think it’s locked,” I say.

Fräulein Gretchen puckers her lips, pulling a large iron ring, overfull with jingling keys, out of her apron pocket.

“Frank must have shut it up behind me,” she says. “We aren’t used to having guests.” Then she looks down apologetically. “You aren’t a guest, though, are you? I am so happy to have you here, Essie. This old place could use some new life.”

For the first time all day, a smile edges up at the corner of my mouth. I try to think of something nice to say. But then my eyes wander down the hall.

And suddenly, I can’t form any words.

I try. A sound creeps up my throat and squeaks out, but it’s only a whimper.

How did it get here? Did it crawl right out of my dreams?

Fräulein Gretchen tilts her head, a familiar expression on her face—the one I often get from adults, especially those who don’t know me. Confusion. Concern.

“Essie, are you well?”

The flames in the gas lamps along the walls jump. I stick out a shaking hand, pointing to the last door, down at the end of the hall.

The red door.

“Wh-where…?” I barely whisper.

I mean to ask, Where did it come from?, but when Fräulein Gretchen follows my gaze, her expression loses its tension.

“Oh, that just leads to the attic,” she says, smiling. “Lovely, isn’t it?”

Staring at the great door at the end of the hall, lovely isn’t a word that comes anywhere near to mind. Grotesque, perhaps. Bloodcurdling. The wood is stained dark, dark red, nearly black. The frame is carved with deep gashes and swirling patterns. A less imaginative person might mistake the curves and swells for roses or brambles, but I can see horrible things—anguished faces, mouths open in terror, warning me away.

Fräulein Gretchen sticks the key to my bedroom into the lock, and I realize that there are scratch marks all along the lower wall leading to the red door. There are scratches at the base, too, like something has been trying to get in. I shiver violently, but the maid is still talking like nothing’s amiss.


OEBPS/e9781534480766/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty


		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three


		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Author’s Note


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282








OEBPS/e9781534480766/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534480766/images/9781534480766.jpg
KASPER KRAMER

J





OEBPS/e9781534480766/images/title.jpg
Atheneum Books for Young Readers
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI






OEBPS/e9781534480766/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534480766/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


