
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			by Adrienne Tooley

			Sweet and Bitter Magic

			Sofi and the Bone Song

			The Betrayal Prophecies

			The Third Daughter

			The Second So

		

	
		
			
			[image: page_iii_0]
		

	
		
			Delacorte Press

			An imprint of Random House Children’s Books

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			getunderlined.com

			Text copyright © 2026 by Adrienne Tooley

			Cover art copyright © 2026 by Hsiao-Ron Cheng

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Delacorte Press is a registered trademark and the colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

			Hardcover ISBN 9798217027897

			Library Binding ISBN 9798217027903

			Ebook ISBN 9798217027910

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

			ep_prh_7.5a_157279481_c0_r1

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

				Content Note

			

			
				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

			

			
				After

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				Content Warnings for There Are Ghosts Here

				About the Author

			

		

	_157279481_

	
		
			For B and for C, but mostly, for me

		

	
		
			A list of content warnings for There Are Ghosts Here is available at the back of this book, following the acknowledgments, and on the author’s website.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			There’s a fire in the back of my throat. Dense and sticky and thick enough to bite. Though my eyes are heavy and my stomach is roiling, it’s the ash coating my tongue that demands my full attention. It’s a powerful taste, made worse each time I swallow—raw, angry tissue burning as I choke down a mixture of saliva and regret.

			I am aware of my physical form, though I can’t seem to fully access my faculties. Toes won’t wiggle. Knuckles won’t crack. My cheek and temple are pressed against cool glass, a welcome relief from the fire within. Without warning, my body is jerked to the left, but I don’t go flying. Something holds me in place, digs into the thin skin of my neck, working against momentum and the sharp angle of a turn.

			A seat belt. I’m in a car.

			It’s one of Peter’s drivers—I can tell by the soft leather armrests, the soothing spa soundtrack humming at a low volume, the way I can’t hear the engine like I can when Mom’s driving her midnight-blue junker. I ought to be terrified, waking up in the back seat of a vehicle driven by a stranger, but my stepfather is addicted to this app, uses it to call a car every time I need a ride rather than spend a single second alone with me.

			My eyes are gritty, surely bloodshot as I peel them open. I have to blink ten times to clear my vision. Just as I expected: black leather seats, and the back of a stranger’s head. I try to catch the driver’s eye in the rearview mirror, but no matter how I crane my neck, all I can see is a smooth expanse of skin.

			The shiver is involuntary. Outside the car is a blur of trees, a gray sky. Fog creeps closer until the windows are coated too, my confusion turned tangible.

			“Where are we going?” Each word wavers with effort; each syllable feels like coughing up thumbtacks.

			The driver doesn’t respond. They never do. Peter probably requested silence. It’s his way of ensuring I never find a father figure, not even for the fifteen minutes it takes to get home from school. But the scenery outside is nothing like the suburban sprawl I’m used to. We’re somewhere far from tract homes and town houses. And I am all alone.

			I reach for the door. The driver says nothing but clicks the locks with a chastising smack. I rattle the handle. Nothing happens. Child locks. For safety, of course. The app wouldn’t want a lawsuit on their hands.

			With effort, I swallow. Take a deep breath. Try not to panic. I’ll just call Mom and get this sorted out. I pat the pocket of my oversized hoodie. No phone.

			There’s a bag at my feet. Mom must have packed it for me. I take inventory: shirts folded into tight, neat squares, socks rolled carefully in pairs, sweats wrapped protectively around a second pair of shoes.

			What is all this for?

			I rummage through the zippered pockets. Toothbrush, hairbrush. Still no phone. In the final pocket, a folded piece of newspaper. I shake it out and gape at the headline—Town House Fire Tied to Teenager. My school photo takes up half the page.

			It wasn’t a dream, then. The fire in my throat, my hair stinking of smoke. There was searing heat. Shouting. Then the whole world went black.

			I skim the first few lines of the article. The flames that ravaged the complex began in the bedroom of sixteen-year-old Willa Childs. Whether the fire was accidental or an act of arson is under investigation. Fire Chief Richard Ortiz urges parents to talk to their teenagers about the dangers of an open flame in the home. I crumple the newspaper in my fist. Peter must be pissed.

			This paints the bag at my feet in a brand-new, vaguely ominous light. If there was a fire at the town house, we no longer have a place to live. I have a bag full of clothes, no phone, and a newspaper article implying that I’m an arsonist. My heart sinks into my stomach. I’m more certain than ever that this car is taking me somewhere I don’t want to go.

			The driver navigates his vehicle up a rocky hill, the sky somehow grayer than before. I half expect to be dumped at a concrete juvenile detention center or, if I’m lucky, a boarding school for troubled teens. Instead, out of the fog emerges a house, a dilapidated Victorian manor, whitewashed and sagging like a deflated balloon. The car comes to a stop beside an ancient red pickup truck.

			“What is this place?” I ask.

			The driver says nothing but unlocks the doors with a dismissive flick. I assume this means I’m supposed to disembark. With effort, I collect my things and stumble out of the car, legs unsteady on the gravel driveway.

			Salt whips in the wind, clinging to my hair, the strands wilting the same way my shoulders sag beneath the canvas backpack that may well hold all my remaining earthly possessions. The car’s windows are tinted; I can’t make out the driver’s face before he speeds away. When I turn to glance over my shoulder, not even a tire track remains.

			The wind howls and the house before me emits a great, terrible groan, releasing years of pent-up aches and pains. I make my way toward the front door, the weathered slats of the wooden porch creaking beneath my feet. The supports buckle like bum knees. As the porch lurches, I realize the house teeters mere feet from the edge of a cliff. From below comes the roar of the sea.

			I read somewhere that if a person falls into water from too great a height, the water turns hard as slate and their body shatters, spine compressed, neck snapped. I refuse to meet such a brittle end. Shuffling backward, I nearly lose my balance and tumble down the steps to a different kind of demise.

			Before I can knock, the front door opens and a girl with a blunt blond bob emerges. The thighs of her linen overalls are streaked with dirt.

			“You’re early.” Her green eyes are bright with suspicion, bangs stuck to her forehead in a way that makes me want to reach out and smooth them back into place. As if she can read my mind, she brushes her arm across her face, and the strands fall perfectly into line.

			“Where am I?” Between the roar of the ocean at the bottom of the cliff and the space between us, I almost have to shout.

			The girl flinches, then smiles, showcasing a gap between her front teeth. “At Dorsey House. New girls hardly ever arrive before noon.”

			I frown up at the sky, an indecipherable gray. “Dorsey House,” I repeat, testing it on my tongue. It’s salt cured and gristly, a carefully seasoned, muscular cut of meat.

			“You’re right to look concerned,” the girl says. I can’t tell if she’s trying to intimidate me or offer me a warning. Either way, her words sting, small stones cast in my direction without kindness.

			“I won’t be staying long.” I gesture to the bag on my back. If this was a permanent stint, surely Mom would have packed more robustly.

			A tiny crease appears between the girl’s thick eyebrows. “We’ll see about that.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” I swallow the uncertainty creeping up my throat like a spider.

			That gets a laugh from the girl. It’s small, like a hiccup, short and bright and surprising. “You’ll find out soon enough,” she says.

			I bristle at her tone. She speaks with authority, not assumption, as though she can dictate how I’ll react before I do. But she’s a stranger. If I don’t know what I’m doing here, she certainly doesn’t.

			The girl tugs at a gold chain around her neck, fingers closed around its charm. “So,” she says, her gaze so intense I shrink beneath it, “are you coming in or not?”

			Not, I’m ready to say, until a second girl appears in the doorway. Her long dark brown hair is tied back from her heart-shaped face with a ribbon. Her eyes hold the sort of impossible confidence possessed by only the very wealthy and the very beautiful. Unfortunately for me, she’s very likely both.

			The buzzing starts in my chest. A shivering, suffocating want, like love at first sight but sharper, more brutal. A knowing, terrifying in its prophecy. It frightens me, this recognition. How can I feel so certain about a stranger when I am so unmoored from myself?

			The new girl rests a hand on the blond girl’s shoulder, possession so casual it’s almost lazy. The blond girl slithers backward without even looking until she’s shrugged herself under the new girl’s arm, burrowing her head into the pale expanse of the other girl’s long neck. Together, they’re a veritable fortress of unreadable expressions. Cerberus, minus one head.

			“You’re early.” The new girl’s voice is low and croaky, a stick scraping a window in the middle of the night.

			“So I’ve heard.”

			Her brown eyes glimmer dangerously. “You’d better come in before you freeze.” Her voice is less hoarse now, though there is still something electric about her—the live wire to the other girl’s light switch.

			The clouds have descended in a swirl of fog. If I didn’t know where the cliff ended, I could easily walk right off the edge and into the sea.

			“I like the cold,” I insist, even though my teeth have begun to chatter. Still, deference is a weakness, and these girls haven’t yet decided where I fall in the food chain.

			“You get used to it,” the blonde pipes up, nuzzling herself further into the new girl’s neck. I’m equal parts envious of and repulsed by the ease of her affection.

			“Ivy. Hush.” The second girl looks annoyed as she detangles herself from the blond girl, Ivy.

			Their contact broken, Ivy wilts. “Caro,” she whines, reaching for the other girl, but Caro takes a step back.

			“Don’t teach her bad habits,” she snaps, turning her attention toward me. “Call me Caroline or die. You decide.” She doesn’t wait for my response. Instead, she turns on her heel and disappears into the house. After casting an uncertain glance at me, Ivy follows.

			The screen door catches on the wind, staying open just a crack. The darkness inside isn’t inviting, but it is alluring. Still, I bite my thumb as I consider my options, the tiny chip in my front tooth sharp against the pad of my finger.

			I don’t know where I am, so I could run away.

			I don’t know where I am, so I could stay.

			“If you’re not careful, girl, your face will freeze like that.”

			The old man’s voice catches me by surprise, faint enough that it might be the wind, rough enough that I know it’s not. I spin around on the porch and nearly stumble into him, seventy-something and gnarled in all the expected ways—twisted knuckles and a perpetual sneer. The top of his head is nearly hairless; the few wisps he’s managed to hold on to stick up straight like he’s been shocked. The air is astringent with salt, and when I shudder, I don’t know if it’s because of my stinging skin or because I did not hear him approach.

			“Not afraid of the truth, are you?” he asks as he climbs the front steps. He appears amused by my discomfort.

			“No,” I finally manage, the word raw on my tongue. I keep waiting for copper to bloom there, the way it does when I force myself to keep quiet in the midst of too much noise. Blood—red, metallic, and dangerous—is a taste I’ve come to know all too well. “I’m desperate for it.”

			“Good,” he says, his face breaking into the best approximation of a smile I assume he can manage. “You wouldn’t last too long here without that particular trait. It’s what we demand of all our girls.”

			“Oh?” I can’t help but cock an eyebrow. My mother hates it when I do that, but I think it’s because she’s never been able to manipulate anything as easily as I can manipulate myself. “And why is that?”

			The man’s expression softens for the first time. It’s strange how comforting I find that flicker of vulnerability. The girls I encountered earlier offered me nothing but edges, high walls, and impossible expectations.

			“This man bothering you, sweetheart?” Another disembodied voice, this one from behind the screen door. If I didn’t know better, I’d say this place was haunted by a lot of well-meaning ghosts.

			I weigh the consequences of answering honestly before I finally decide. “Only a little.”

			The screen door opens with a yawn. A short woman emerges, her hair perfectly tousled, her features harsh in the morning light. She’s about the same age as the man behind me. They have the weatherworn look of two people who have endured each other’s company far beyond their capacity for politeness. They are broken in, partners who breathe in time, who could finish each other’s sentences if they hadn’t decided years ago that the other’s thoughts weren’t worth completing.

			“I’m Margaret,” she says, her hair as gray as the day.

			“I’m Willa,” I say. “But I’m guessing you already knew that.” Despite my petulant tone, Margaret offers me her hand. I stare at it for a moment. “I don’t do physical affection.”

			“This isn’t affection, dear,” she says. “Merely an introduction.” I let her take my hand and she brushes my fingers so faintly we might as well have never touched. “That geezer there is Hal. We’re the Dorseys, and this is our house.”

			I squint at her, desperately confused by this entire situation. “And what, exactly, am I doing at your house?”

			“You don’t remember?” Hal asks, and I jump, again at the mercy of his quiet feet.

			“There was a fire,” Margaret says gently, shooting her husband a pointed look that says Hush.

			A fire. Her simple delivery makes it sound so innocuous. A casual occurrence. One fire of many. Not the fire, the one that burned down the town house, destroying my life and everything in it. The fire a newspaper reporter seems to believe I started.

			“And I’m here, what, to repent for my sins?”

			Margaret studies me like a slide beneath a microscope. I take a step backward. Every interaction here has been more disorienting than the last.

			“Something like that,” she finally says, her voice patient. Her tone isn’t threatening, but her words are sinister enough that I shake my head, certain I’ve misheard her.

			“We’re here to help you, girl,” Hal adds, and it’s his lack of pretense, the flat, careless certainty with which he tells me this, that causes it to sink in.

			The entire world thinks I am an arsonist, but I did not set that fire.

			I didn’t.

			I don’t think.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The morning is dark, but Dorsey House is darker. When Margaret holds the screen door open for me, I step into a shadow. It takes a few moments for my eyes to adjust to the gloom. When they do, I’m in a gaping entryway, its walls paneled with chestnut, floors covered with crimson rugs. Tarnished gold gleams on all sides—a dusty chandelier hangs above my head and an honest-to-God candelabra stands—lit—in one corner of the room. The walls are hung with oil paintings, portraits of once-revered figures now wasting away in their faded frames. Their pitiless, judgmental eyes follow me as I tread across their floors.

			Straight ahead is a staircase leading to the upper stories. To my right, a wide doorway leads to some sort of library with leather chairs and shelves full of hardcover books. To the left is a sitting room piled with antique furniture and embroidered throw pillows. Light spills into the hallway from the back of the house—the kitchen, I assume, judging by the soft crackle of fire and the clinking of silverware.

			“Nice place,” I mutter. The dust is thick, handprints stark against glass, notches scratched in the wood that might have come from fingernails, or even claws. It’s cluttered in the way antique stores are, a meaningless museum overflowing with someone else’s memories. The house even smells old, a combination of rotting fish, dust, and sour mothballs strong enough to overpower the smoke that recently took up residence in my nose.

			Either Margaret does not pick up on my disdain or, more likely, she ignores it. “Thank you, Willa.”

			As she clicks on a small lamp on the entryway table, I realize why the room is so dark: The chandelier has no lightbulbs. The whole floor is lit by lamps and candles.

			Margaret catches me staring again at the candelabra. “I’d appreciate if you give any open flames a wide berth, dear,” she says, putting a hand on the small of my back and guiding me forcefully toward the kitchen. “Just until we get to know you a bit better.”

			My cheeks burn at her insinuation. While Margaret Dorsey’s moth-eaten sweater and flowing skirt suggest aging art teacher, she doesn’t fool me. The bifocals she nudges up her nose and the deep wrinkles that bloom when she frowns cut a far crueler figure.

			In the kitchen, a picture window above the farmhouse sink offers a view of the ocean. The weak morning light does little to soften our surroundings. A stove takes over an entire wall, the iron behemoth better suited for a museum than a home where I am expected to live. Caroline and Ivy sit at a long table, ingesting globby spoonfuls of oatmeal. They move in tandem, elbows bent at the same forty-five-degree angle as they dig, lift, shovel, and slurp in time.

			“Sit,” Margaret says, not suggesting so much as shoving me into a straight-backed wooden chair. She doles out a serving and plops the bowl on the table in front of me. Uncooked flakes stick to the side, the same color as the chipped ceramic. I drag my spoon through the center, forging a Grand Canyon of grain.

			“Girls.” Caroline and Ivy force their eyes to meet hers, but their spoons continue to move. Ivy’s got dirt wedged beneath her fingernails. Caroline’s nails are freshly polished, the lacquer acrid this close. “This is Willa Childs.”

			“Hi, Willa,” Ivy says obediently at the same time Caroline says, through a mouthful of oats, “We’ve met.” I accept each girl’s reaction with equal understanding. Ivy is the girl I try to be; Caroline, the girl I want to be.

			I study them hungrily, my breakfast abandoned. Caroline wears a dark sweater I can only assume is cashmere over a white button-down, the collar crisp and pointed. Her skirt is pleated, her black tights free of runs. She belongs in a red-bricked New England boarding school, not hidden away in a dilapidated house on the coast. Ivy’s brown linen overalls, thick beige sweater, and hiking boots make her look like the groundskeeper’s daughter. I don’t know how I fit with them—a girl in sweats two sizes too big, throat still raw and sore from smoke. If the three of us are a triangle, it is an isosceles—their two sides of equal length, mine a diminutive third.

			“Girls,” Margaret barks again, none too gently. Caroline and Ivy snap to attention. It’s clear that I am not yet included in their collective. “Why don’t you start your chores while Willa and I talk? Ivy, the bathroom floors need scrubbing. Caroline, you take the linens.”

			Ivy grimaces. Her front teeth are like fence posts, boasting just enough space between them to spy on the neighbors.

			“Come on, Mags,” Caroline whines. “The basement gives me the creeps.”

			“Hal always lets us choose our own chores,” Ivy adds.

			“He’s too soft on you,” Margaret says sternly. “You two need to be alone with your own thoughts. Sometimes, I swear, I can’t tell where one of you starts and the other one ends.”

			“Just as we’ve intended,” Caroline says proudly, pushing her chair back and letting her spoon clatter to the tabletop. She plants a kiss on Ivy’s temple before flouncing into the living room, heels hard on the stairs as she takes them two at a time.

			I can’t bring myself to look away from her empty chair. Caroline is a locked vault set beneath a spotlight—conniving and intentional, waving the banner of her own cleverness.

			Without Caroline by her side, Ivy looks smaller. Her eyes meet mine for the briefest of moments before she turns her attention to Caroline’s abandoned dishes. Still, I can feel her evaluating me. She takes her time collecting the chipped china and stacking it in the sink before heading to the broom closet, emerging after a moment with a scrub brush and pail. When she turns the faucet handle to fill the bucket, the entire house creaks under the pressure of the pipes.

			“Those two, attached at the hip.” Margaret’s words follow Ivy as she leaves the room. She sits at the table across from me. I’m surprised by the vastness of her wrinkles. They cover her face like a web, her skin drooping and spotted. I’ve spent so little time around septuagenarians that I hardly know how to speak to her. She exudes a solemnity that feels artificial.

			“You seem uncomfortable,” Margaret observes idly, pulling my attention to the crow’s-feet in the corners of her eyes. I don’t like the way her lips twitch, as though she knows what I’m going to say. As though she has already formed an opinion of me.

			“Wouldn’t you be?” I don’t know what I’ve stumbled into here at Dorsey House, but whatever it is, it seems dubious at best and ominous at worst. “I’m shepherded here with no warning, offered no explanation for what I’m doing here, or why.”

			“There was a fire.” Her answer is empty, an echo of a sentiment already spoken. She is a parrot, a video on loop. This woman is offering me nothing near the truth.

			“If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine. I can just…” I gesture to the front door. It’s an empty threat, but to her credit, Margaret pretends to consider it.

			“Not a wise walk,” she finally says. “The roads are steep, and the only folks who drive them know the land so well they forget to watch for hitchhikers. Anyway”—she sighs heavily—“even if you did manage to leave, you have no home to return to. Actions have consequences, Willa.”

			I gape at the ease of her callousness. How quick she is to blame me for the destruction of my entire life. She has known me for all of ten minutes, yet she has drawn a line in the sand. The distance between us expands. Already she stands on the same shore as Mom and Peter, staring across the sea at me, a troubled girl with nothing and no one to blame but herself.

			“It is my sincerest hope,” Margaret says, repositioning her glasses to the top of her head, “that you come to trust me, Willa. It’s as Hal said: We want to help you.” I shoot her a steely glare. Margaret watches me mournfully, as though I’m a wounded bird refusing to let her set my wing. “You’re not in any danger.”

			“Are you trying to convince me, or yourself?”

			“I recognize that Dorsey House can be a bit of an adjustment,” Margaret acquiesces. “But we both know why you’re here.”

			“Yeah,” I scoff. “Because my mother doesn’t give enough of a shit about me to actually be a parent. She’s outsourced that unhappy task to you, I guess.” I look the old woman up and down, folding my arms across my chest. “What credentials do you have?” My mother isn’t known for her meticulousness. She probably just went online and clicked on the first result for difficult daughter. “Are you a therapist?”

			“Not exactly,” Margaret Dorsey says. “But I have significant experience dealing with cases such as yours.”

			“ ‘Cases such as mine,’ ” I quote back at her skeptically. “What, like girls mistakenly accused of arson?”

			“I have a very high success rate,” Margaret continues, her speech so carefully delivered that it sounds rehearsed. “But of course, your journey is your journey. The work starts and ends with you, Willa.”

			I blink stupidly at her. “What, like community service?”

			Margaret chuckles softly. “No.”

			“Good,” I say, shifting in my chair. “Because I didn’t do anything.”

			“It’s perfectly normal if you’re having trouble remembering the details,” Margaret says. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of. You’ve experienced a big shock.”

			I bristle at her condescension. “I remember the fire.” It’s only half a lie. The smoke and ash are still stuck in my throat. “But just because I remember it doesn’t mean I started it.”

			“Of course.” Margaret offers me a tight-lipped smile. She pushes her chair back, its wooden legs moaning against the floor. “Why don’t I show you to your room.” It isn’t a question or even a suggestion. It’s a power play. A reminder that my protestation is useless. I’m a prisoner here.

			I collect my bag and let her lead me into the entryway and up the stairs, our feet sinking into the dusty carpet as we make our way to the second floor.

			“Think of this as a respite from real life, Willa,” Margaret says, the sound of her voice actively giving me a headache. “A vacation, even, if that helps.”

			“Don’t let her fool you.” Caroline’s sultry tone carries from the top of the stairs, her form shapeless behind an armful of sheets. “Give it twenty-four hours and you’ll see a wholly different side of Margaret. She’ll put you to work in no time.” She winks at me as she passes. Her eyeliner is perfect.

			“Thank you, Caroline, that will be all.” Margaret has the unnerving patience of a woman used to collecting troubled girls like porcelain dolls.

			She waits for me on the landing. “That’s Caroline’s room.” She gestures to a closed door. “Bathroom is at the end of the hall. Hal and I are just there.” She points to the room to the left of the stairs. “Ivy’s up in the attic. And this one”—she points to the room with an open door opposite Caroline’s—“this one is yours.”

			The room is snug, the walls covered in faded yellow wallpaper. A brass bed frame boasts a lumpy mattress, sagging and stripped bare, presumably, by Caroline. An armoire substitutes for a closet; a tiny lamp keeps watch on the bedside table. Beneath the room’s one window is a small desk, the wood lighter than the furniture downstairs but no less ornate.

			“I’ll let you settle in,” Margaret says, retreating like the tide. She does not close the door behind her.

			I let my bag slide off my shoulder and make for the window. The sky is still gray. Down on the beach, water laps greedily at the shore. The height is dizzying. I pull the lace curtains shut and turn away, sinking onto the bed. Around me, the house seems to take great gasping breaths, like it too is on the verge of a panic attack.

			Where am I? And why?

			I don’t hear Margaret return but look up to find her hovering in the doorway, a cardboard-covered notebook clutched to her chest.

			“I worry we got off on the wrong foot, Willa,” the old woman says. “I meant it when I told you I want you to trust me. And so here is my commitment to you: I will feed you, keep you warm and dry and safe. I will challenge you, I will provide you with essentials, and I will help you get to the root of your trouble. All I ask of you is your participation.”

			I scowl down at the parquet floor. She has all but confirmed she believes me broken.

			“This is for you,” Margaret says, when it’s clear I don’t intend to respond. She offers me the notebook.

			I do my best to keep my expression neutral as I open it, but as I examine its wide-ruled pages, my jaw unclenches and my shoulders relax. The bag Mom packed does not include my journal. My musings were forever lost to the flames. But now I have another place to scribble my secrets, a home for the feelings that take up too much space in my head. Still, I am careful to disguise my excitement as disgust. Better to stay suspicious, to understand the rules that govern this gift. My short time at Dorsey House has intimated that there may be a catch.

			“What am I supposed to do with this?”

			Margaret lifts a shoulder idly. “Anything you wish. All I ask is that you use it. I won’t read it, but I will check to see that the pages are filled.”

			The ballpoint pen clipped to the cover is already halfway out of ink. I uncap it and scribble on the front page.

			Margaret smiles at my defacement. “Writing is good for you, Willa,” she says gently. “It will help you exorcise your demons.”

			I frown up at her. “But I don’t have any demons.”

			“Oh yes, dear,” Margaret Dorsey says, putting a cool hand to my cheek in an empty attempt at affection. “I’m quite certain that you do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			My first dinner at Dorsey House starts with a series of intrusive questions over a meal of wilted salad and barely seasoned beans. The interrogation begins the moment Margaret places the ceramic bowls on the long oak table.

			“So, Willa,” Dorsey House’s matriarch says as she wields the salad tongs, “tell us about yourself.”

			“Uh, I’m sixteen.” I accept the bowl of salad she passes me, trying to pick out the greens with the most life left in them.

			“Senior?” Caroline asks from across the table, where she sprinkles her food with a not insignificant amount of salt.

			“Junior.” I plop a spoonful of beige legumes on my plate and try not to grimace.

			“Me too,” Ivy says brightly as I pass her the casserole dish. “Are you religious?” Once she’s passed the bowl to Hal, her hand skips absentmindedly to the heart-shaped locket she wears on a gold chain around her neck. “I’m Catholic.”

			I think of my time spent at church clothing drives and food banks—when I was younger, Mom and I were never much for Mass but always managed to find ourselves on the receiving end of charity.

			“Not really.” I glance at Caroline. “You?”

			She shrugs. “Nondenominational, I guess.”

			Margaret sniffs but doesn’t say a word.

			“Any siblings?” The dull thud of foot against shin sounds beneath the table. Ivy’s pout is directed toward Caroline. “What? I’m just trying to get to know her.”

			“Ivy is an only child.” Caroline shoots Ivy a sharp look, which the blond girl pointedly ignores. “Obviously.”

			My jaw clenches, the way it does whenever I think of the baby. “I have a brother. Two months old.”

			Caroline cocks an eyebrow. “Accident?”

			I snicker, despite myself. “Yes, actually.” But then, I hardly have room to gloat. I was an accident too.

			Ivy twirls her fork idly. “Same dad?”

			Christ, this girl has no boundaries. I smile balefully as I compose a bite of beans. “Nope. His dad is my new stepfather.”

			The food is even blander than I expected, and I grew up eating canned vegetables and boxed pasta. I chew absently, angrily. What kind of lesson is underseasoned food supposed to teach me?

			“And how’s your relationship with your mother?” Ivy uses her knife to cut a butter bean in half.

			I nearly bite the inside of my cheek. She’s starting to get on my nerves. “Probably as good as yours, considering we were both sent here. What did you do to piss yours off?”

			Ivy sets her fork down on the table so carefully it doesn’t make a sound. “My mother’s dead.”

			“Oh.” I feel terrible, nauseated, although maybe that’s from the food. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

			Ivy shakes her head. “It’s fine.” But of course, it isn’t.

			“You really need to go shopping,” Caroline interjects loudly, waving a forkful of browning greens in Hal’s face. Instantly, the air rushes back into the room. “You can’t expect us to survive on this stuff. We need nutrients.”

			“I’m not due back in town yet,” Hal grunts. “You know that.”

			The Dorsey House patriarch is not much for words, but that isn’t to say he doesn’t make noise. The old man is a cacophony of sound—axe thwacking, joints creaking, knuckles tapping, throat clearing.

			“Surely you can make an exception,” Ivy whines, stabbing idly at a kidney bean. It slips from her plate and ricochets to the floor.

			Three sets of eyes follow the rogue legume. But Caroline stares discomfortingly across the dining room table at me. I am a butterfly whose wings she has tacked to a board, my body hers to observe, my mind hers to unnerve. I look away first, shrinking beneath her attention. My knife scrapes across the porcelain plate. I feel it in my teeth.

			Once everyone has finished, I jump up to collect the dishes, penance for my uncomfortable exchange with Ivy. I end up the only one scouring cookware and scraping dried beans from spatulas. By the time I’ve dried the pots and pans and retreated upstairs, the bathroom door is closed. Light emanates from inside, steam floating through the hallway like fog from the shore. I press an ear to the door, trying to determine how long before the shower might be free. My hair is limp and still smells faintly of smoke, my skin shiny with fear, sweat, and guilt. I can’t sit on the freshly laundered bed until I’ve scrubbed myself as clean as the stainless steel pans I returned to the cupboard beneath the stove.

			“Don’t get any ideas,” Ivy says from behind me, making me jump. “I’m next.”

			“Of course you are,” I mutter.

			She cocks her head. “What’s that?”

			“Nothing.” I do my best to meet her eyes, but the intensity of her gaze is overwhelming. “Let me know when you’re done.”

			“You’ll know when I’m finished.”

			Great. I’ve only been at Dorsey House for a handful of hours and already I’ve made an enemy of her. I retreat to my room and stare at the yellow wallpaper until Caroline emerges from the bathroom and Ivy takes her place. I flip through the empty pages of the notebook Margaret brought me. Words feel impossible right now. Instead, I draw a tiny heart. A star. A squiggly line. When at last I hear the bathroom door open and the light click off, I race down the hall to stake my claim, fixing the ancient lock in place like an exhalation. Condensation clings to the shower curtain surrounding the claw-foot tub and to the mirror above the sink.

			I squint at my reflection in the foggy mirror, hair stringy, skin gray-tinged. I look warped and wrong. A shell of myself. A disaster. A criminal?

			The water runs lukewarm, and I wrestle with the faucet, turning the rusty metal as far as it will go, desperate to eke out a temperature hot enough to scald my skin. I tremble beneath the spray, taking care as I lather a washcloth with soap and scrub every inch of my body, the better to rinse away all traces of the fire the world believes I started.

			But I couldn’t have started it. I wouldn’t. I don’t play with matches, don’t even light incense. I’m angry at Peter, sure, but not angry enough to burn down the only permanent address my mother ever had.

			Rivulets of dirt run the length of my legs, pooling near the drain choked with ash. Odd, that I’m still covered in the evidence of my alleged crime. Surely I would have had a chance to clean myself up before my banishment. But then, everything before the drive to Dorsey House in Peter’s car for hire is hazy; my short-term memory is nearly nonexistent.

			Parting my lips, I let the water from the showerhead slip down my throat, hoping to drown out the smoke rising from me. I spit it out into the cracked porcelain tub. I scrub until my skin turns pink, shampoo my hair until my scalp aches. Even once the water runs clear, I still do not feel clean.

			I clamber gracelessly from the tub, trying not to slip on the polished black-and-white tile. Using the sink for leverage, I reach for a towel, humming tunelessly as I dry myself off. Then I stand, dripping, again in front of the mirror. In the cloudy glass, someone has scrawled a message: WATCH YOUR BACK.

			I stare into the fog of my own face, heart hammering. Despite my better judgment, I obey the instruction and glance over my shoulder at the bathroom door. It’s still locked. My attention returns to the words on the glass. The letters shine as the condensation loosens its grip.

			Laughter, bright and bold, floats in from the hallway. Then comes a knock.

			“One minute,” I shout, using my forearm to wipe away the message, the warning gone just as quickly as it appeared. The handle rattles desperately. The knocking turns frantic.

			I turn the lock and the door bursts open. Caroline enters, dressed in a silk pajama set, dispelling the sauna. She ought to look ridiculous. She doesn’t.

			“Were you just in here?” I gesture vaguely toward the mirror.

			“What? No?” Caroline blinks blankly at me, her ignorance so tangible I almost believe her. “You can’t just lock the door, Willa. I really have to pee.” She doesn’t look at me for permission, just yanks down her pants and squats. I busy myself again with the mirror, examining every square inch of my face until I hear the toilet flush.

			“Don’t worry about Ivy,” Caroline says, squeezing past me to wash her hands. “She’s harmless. All bark and no bite. Me, on the other hand…” Her eyes meet mine in the mirror and she bares her teeth. When I shiver, her mouth splits into a delicious grin. She spins on her heel and flounces away before I can respond.

			No one else barges in to disrupt my nighttime rituals. I floss and brush my teeth until my gums bleed, staring at myself in the now-pristine mirror. If I didn’t know better, I’d almost believe I imagined the ominous message. But I haven’t been able to shake the chill in my bones.

			I’m still shivering when I climb into bed, wet hair clinging to my neck and immediately soaking the pillowcase. Pulling the quilt up to my chin, I toss and turn on the unfamiliar mattress, trying to get comfortable. The house hums and bubbles, filling the room with the suggestion of sound. It emits a low, unending murmur—a voice whispering across the hall or a stomach twisting with turmoil.

			Sleep does not come easily. Every time I close my eyes, I see red. Flames surround me; firelight closes in. Outside, the wind whips the shutters sharply against the house. It seems wrong that I should have a roof over my head while Mom, Peter, and the baby are God knows where.

			Because of you, the house seems to whisper. But this isn’t my fault. It can’t be.

			Mom shouldn’t have sent me here. I should be with my family while we recover from our loss, not exiled to this strange house halfway between sea and sky. I bet this place was Peter’s idea. When Mom gets mad, she lets me know it. We are evenly matched in lung capacity; screaming at each other is our favorite sport. That she would be willing to put such distance between us is proof that she has once again prioritized Peter over her own daughter. This silence hurts far worse than her harsh words ever have.

			The blankets are suddenly suffocating. I get up to pee. The hallway is still; all lights are out beneath bedroom doors. A sliver of moonlight winks through the front window. My bare feet pad across the plush carpet, suck up the chill from the bathroom tiles. The toilet seat creaks beneath me. On the way back to my bedroom, I glance over my shoulder for ghosts.

			I war with the midnight hours, counting sheep and breathing deeply until I fall into a fitful half slumber. In my dreams, I lie beneath bathwater in the claw-foot tub. Above me, a shadowy figure waits. Fingers plunge into the water and wrap around my neck, jolting me awake.

			The rising sun paints the sky a new shade of gray as I struggle to catch my breath. My bedroom door is ajar. Peeling back my blankets, I rise and cross the wooden floor. The hallway is silent. No one rustles or moves behind closed doors. Yet there are footprints on the carpet, wet outlines of feet that were not there hours earlier. It’s as though someone took a shower and forgot to dry off.

			But the footprints don’t begin in the bathroom. I follow them down the stairs in hopes of finding their point of origin, careful not to step in any puddles, lest I ruin the path or find that my own bare foot fits perfectly inside. I’m not a sleepwalker. Peter would have told me. He’s awake at all hours of the night, which is why I tend to stay holed up in my room.

			At the bottom of the stairs, the footprints line the hallway, coming from the kitchen. I follow them all the way to the back door. It’s locked. Wrenching it open, I stare out into the foggy morning. I can’t see past the steps. If anyone wandered out there last night, I certainly don’t know why. Closing the door, I turn around to scan the room for signs of life. If someone went through the trouble of staging such an elaborate scene, surely they’d want to witness my fear in full bloom.

			“This isn’t funny.” My voice is hoarse. The effort to speak makes me wince. Only the howling wind answers. “That’s fine.” I click the lock back into place. “I’ll wait.”

			I settle myself at the kitchen table, hands folded. I’ll sit here with the proof until someone comes down and answers for this. Pulling my sleeves up over my hands, I sigh. It won’t hurt to rest my eyes momentarily. If anyone comes in, I’ll hear them.

			I wake to the sound of screaming.

			“Tea, Willa?” Ivy holds up the shrieking kettle. She’s fully dressed in a cable-knit sweater and corduroy trousers. “We have green, chamomile, or English Breakfast.”

			I rub my eyes as they adjust to the half-light of the morning. “What time is it?”

			“English Breakfast,” she answers, dunking a tea bag in a mug.

			“Are you not finding your room satisfactory, Willa?” Caroline asks. She too is dressed, in a black skirt and chunky wool cardigan.

			“It’s fine.” My neck screams as I raise my arms to tie my hair up in a bun. All traces of the wet footprints have disappeared from the kitchen floor, not even an errant smudge left behind. But I know they were there.

			“Drop something?” Caroline follows my gaze to the hardwood floor.

			“No,” I answer immediately, folding my arms over my chest. “Did you sleep well?” I examine her for any cracks in her carefully polished armor—bloodshot eyes or sagging skin. But she’s pristine. Picturesque. Perfect. The opposite of me in every way.

			Caroline accepts a mug of steaming tea from Ivy. “Like a baby. You, Ive?”

			Ivy grins as she takes a sip. “Never better.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			All my remaining earthly possessions fit into a single drawer in the yellow bedroom’s armoire. Yesterday, that was a triumph of minimalism. This morning, as I survey my meager wardrobe, it’s a curse. Caroline and Ivy are so put together that I pale in comparison, my shapeless loungewear no match for their carefully curated aesthetics. It’s only been a day, but already they exist in my mind as one, vines intertwining: Carolivy.

			I’ve witnessed friendships like theirs before: intense and fervid, walking the line between restraint and obsession. I’ve admired girls like them from afar, girls who move in tandem: pinkies linked, hips swaying exaggeratedly. Not only do they know the world is watching, they want it to. They make friendship a verb, an active performance, one I have been so desperate to experience I would crush my own rib cage if I thought it would help me fit in.

			I trade my pajamas for a plaid flannel and sweatpants and have only just begun the unhappy task of detangling my hair when there comes a sharp rapping on my door. Exhaustion thumps behind my eyeballs with a dull ache as I sink onto the foot of the bed.

			“Who is it?”

			Margaret answers by opening the door. She’s dressed like a therapist, in black pants and a gray sweater, hair pulled back with a clip, notebook and pen tucked underneath her arm. Despite her relatively small stature, she towers over me, fingers resting on the wooden doorframe. Thick blue veins strain beneath the surface of her hand’s thin skin, a topography of blood.

			“Willa,” she says gently before closing the door, sealing the two of us inside the room, “now that you’ve had time to settle into your surroundings, I think it time we begin our sessions.”

			“Our…what?” I ask, glancing around the small bedroom for some way to escape.

			“I ask you to remember the past,” Margaret explains, pulling out the chair from the desk and settling herself into it daintily, ankles crossed. Her hand rests idly beside my journal, to which I have not yet added any words. “Then the two of us talk about it.”

			“No thanks,” I blurt out. Nothing sounds worse than delving into memories of the life I have been exiled from. I only stand to suffer.

			“I understand your hesitation,” Margaret says, clicking her pen unsympathetically. “However, I’m really going to have to insist.” She fixes me with a steely gaze. I look away first.

			Cross-legged on the bed, I fidget with my sleeves until they cover my hands. I’m suddenly conscious of my neck in a way I’ve never been, the pale expanse of my throat so vulnerable and exposed. “What am I supposed to remember?”

			Margaret considers this. “Anything. Just close your eyes and visualize.” She stares pointedly until I obey.

			I flip through images of my life, of the town house, before: Cat litter spilled on the bathroom floor. A box at the back of the closet labeled guest room. Mom, at the kitchen table, sitting in the dark; the baby’s mouth peeled back in a gummy howl; the way Peter’s face falls every time I enter a room; the way I only let myself cry late at night, when the house is still.

			My brain starts to buzz. My lips are numb; my head pounds. I see stars, then lightning, then words like closed captions during a movie, a story told in syllables: panic, pain, fear, flame.

			My eyes fly open. “I want to stop.”

			Margaret looks at me with unbridled interest. “What did you see?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it.”

			Disappointment turns down the corners of her mouth. “Why don’t we try again? This time, I’ll guide you.” Margaret turns the chair to face the side of my bed and extends her arms, palms up. “Give me your hands.” I will the wall behind me to open up and swallow me whole. It doesn’t. Margaret clears her throat, eyeing her palms expectantly.

			“Oh, you mean now?”

			“What better time than the present, Willa?” Her expression implies she enjoys my reaction, the disquiet that skitters across my shoulders like a spider. She likes to unnerve me. Just another reason I have yet to crack the cover of the notebook she provided. My secrets may not be safe here.

			Yet self-preservation wins out over my desire to rebel. This is not my first time being hunted; I know when I am cornered. I offer her my hands.

			Margaret’s skin is cold as death—a consequence, I am sure, of living her entire life in this endlessly drafty home. “Close your eyes,” she instructs.

			I fix her with my most withering glare, but she does not balk. She simply stares me down, her expression serene. This is a woman who has tasted every flavor of defiance, whose patience is not the exception but the rule. I will not win. She will wait, lips pursed, eyes shining, until I cannot bear it. Until I give in. And so I do.

			The darkness is immediate despite the weak sunlight struggling its way through the curtains.

			“Very good,” Margaret murmurs, but her voice is far away. Her fingers grip mine tightly, the wrinkled skin of her hands as soft as flower petals. The faint sweetness of spoiled fruit fills my nostrils.

			I try to open my eyes, but they’re stuck shut, like the time I tried to apply fake eyelashes and got the glue everywhere. I stumbled around the room in a panic while Mom laughed so hard I thought she was going to pee. I can’t remember the last time Mom laughed like that.

			“What’s happening?” Panic claws its way up my throat, and though I try to pull away from Margaret, she holds fast. “What are you doing to me?”

			“I’m helping you, Willa,” Margaret says sternly. “Stop resisting and let me work.”

			My first instinct is to flail. Perhaps an elbow will find its way into Margaret’s face and break the strange hold she has over me. But it is as though her words have settled onto my skin. My limbs are suddenly stiff. Although my heartbeat hammers wildly, my body has gone still.

			“Much better,” she says, her voice somehow above and below me. “That’s a good girl.”

			I am ice at the mercy of a pick. I am marble at the mercy of a chisel. I am the trunk of a tree at the mercy of an axe. Ready to be made useful. Ready to burn.

			“I need you to trust me, Willa,” Margaret urges. “Try to recall a time when you were hurt.”

			A flicker of dread casts shadows in the cavern of my chest. There’s very little I believe in; there are few people I trust. Despite her insistence, Margaret is not my ally. Yet my efforts to cling to the present are unsuccessful; the world unspools around me. Without warning, I am back in the apartment we lived in before Peter—Mom and me in a three-bedroom rental. It’s the only place that ever felt like home. The place we left as soon as she found out about the baby.

			“Where are you, Willa?” Margaret asks.

			My lips move despite my better judgment. “My old room. The summer we moved.”

			“What are you doing?”

			The crrrrick of shipping tape shouts from the other side of the wall, where Mom is packing up the guest room. I’m sulking. Unsurprisingly, I’m more inclined to scroll on my phone than to pack my life up into boxes. It’s absurd that we have to move in with Peter, a man Mom’s only known for six months, just because she’s having his baby. We never lived with my dad.

			I stalk all my classmates’ profiles, flipping through photos of cats, French fries, flowers, and books. One picture in particular gives me pause. My best friends, Miri, Leo, and Kendall, in Miri’s room. The bright orange of her wall is unmistakable; there are still traces of it on my favorite jeans from when I helped her paint. Kendall posted the photo five minutes ago.

			I haven’t seen my friends at all this summer. Our group chat has been silent. Our side texts have been empty. I thought maybe we were just growing apart. But now I have proof. The three of them are hanging out without me.

			“What happens next, Willa?” Margaret asks.

			When school starts, they pretend not to see me. Miri’s face goes so white when I approach that I veer away at the last second. I spend my first lunch period of junior year in the library, pretending to study. There, no one judges me for sitting alone.

			Five minutes before the bell, I hear an unmistakable giggle: Miri’s high-pitched, girlish titter. I close my trigonometry book and traverse the stacks until I find them, huddled together, laughing at something on Leo’s phone. When they notice me, their smiles fade.

			It seems I have to be the one to break the silence. “Why haven’t you called me?”

			“We were busy,” Leo says, looking not at me, but over my shoulder, eyes fixed on the spine of a book about the Roman Empire.

			“Busy hanging out without me?” I will Miri to meet my eyes. Instead, Kendall perks up, a bloodhound on the trail.

			“Oh my God.” She starts to laugh, a round, greedy sound. “Are you stalking us? Refreshing my profile until you find something to be upset about? You’re so dramatic.” Kendall has always made me nervous. She’s too selfish to be self-aware, too narcissistic to be genuine. But when she moved in across the street from Miri and the two of them started to hang out, I thought it better to let Kendall in than to let her push me out.

			“Let it go, Ken,” Miri says softly, glancing at her phone.

			Tears shimmer in the edges of my vision. “I thought we were friends.”

			The three of them exchange a look, pity tinged with disbelief.

			“It’s too hard to be your friend.” Kendall doesn’t even flinch as she delivers the death blow. “It’s just too much.”

			I take a step back. “What are you talking about?” I try to remember a situation where I might have made them uncomfortable, but they have barred me. “If I’ve done something to upset you…” I don’t know what to say. I don’t know how to repair something broken so deep beneath the surface that I can’t see the damage.

			“I’m sorry, Willa,” Miri says, but when the bell rings, she curls her fingers around Kendall’s and the two of them follow Leo, hand in hand.

			I remain stock-still between the stacks. In a handful of minutes, my greatest fears have been confirmed.

			“What did you remember, Willa?” Margaret’s voice is far away, like I am underwater.

			“I am not wanted,” I admit, and there is something freeing about speaking such a shameful feeling aloud. “Maybe I’m not worth the work it takes to love me.”

			Without warning, the edges of my memory turn hazy; the fluorescent lighting stutters, then dims. I’m no longer in the library. I am nowhere and everywhere. This is not a remembering.

			This is new.

			A shadow moves in my peripheral vision, tall and lithe. It floats—no, squelches forward. The room stinks of salt and spoiled fish.

			“What are you?” I gasp, shuddering backward as the thing moves toward me. As it draws nearer, the shadow shifts, clarifies to reveal a girl with long wet hair, her white skin almost blue in the low light. Her face is indiscernible, like staring into a mirror fogged with condensation. “What do you want?”

			In lieu of an answer, a stream of water spills from the place where her mouth should be, soaking my socks. A guppy flops at my feet, gasping for air. The girl bends down and offers me its small, scaly corpse. I blink, and the fish is gone. In my hands I hold its skeleton, stripped of flesh, bones laid bare.

			When I return to consciousness, I empty the contents of my stomach across my quilt.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The washing machine is already in use, so I’m forced to scrub away my sick in the second-floor bathroom sink. I submerge the stained section of the quilt under the running water and hold it down brutally, as though I mean to extort state secrets. As though it can tell me about the strange specter that appeared in my memory—water spilling from her mouth—a manifestation made by my brain to explain away the wet footprints in the hallway and the warning scrawled in steam.

			My first session with Margaret was far more traumatizing than I expected. Reliving the rejection by Miri and Leo and Kendall. Holding the fish bones. Staring into the ghost girl’s indecipherable face. My teeth are still chattering.

			My socks are still damp.

			I scrub harder, hair falling into my face, so focused on my task that when someone taps on the doorframe, I yelp.

			“You missed breakfast,” Caroline says, wrinkling her nose as the scent of stomach acid assails her.

			I gesture to my quilt. “Probably for the best.”

			“What happened?” Ivy curls herself around Caroline, craning her neck for a better look.

			I add more soap to the already foaming sink. “I had my first session with Margaret,” I say, purposefully omitting any mention of the strange, faceless girl who stank of death. If Carolivy are the culprits behind the footprints and the message on the bathroom mirror, I will not give them the satisfaction of knowing that they’ve gotten into my head.

			Ivy studies me curiously. “Did you talk about the fire?”

			“No.” Suspicion coats my tongue. Did Margaret tell the girls why I’m here? I swallow thickly. “We spent time on…less destructive memories.” The ache of my ostracism is still fresh. “Sort of.”

			“Oh, but the destructive ones are the most fun.” Over my shoulder, Caroline pouts at herself in the mirror. “Ivy once had a session so fraught that Margaret made her talk to a pillow like it was her dad.”

			“It was awful,” Ivy moans, leaning back against the wall. “She made me use one from the sitting room, with the horrible blue pattern of farm animals and ladies gossiping.”

			I wrestle with the faucet, the handles squealing in protest, liquid swishing over the edge of the sink. The walls gurgle as the pipes suck the mess away. I’m grateful, I suppose, to know that I’m not the only one at the mercy of the house’s matriarch. That our protective layers have all been peeled back to expose our tender hearts, wallpaper stripped away to reveal chipped paint.

			“I probably would have punched it,” I say, using my forearm to brush the hair out of my face.

			“I did.” Ivy’s green eyes twinkle mischievously.

			“And what about you?” I ask Caroline, stepping around her to toss the damp quilt into the tub. She immediately takes my place in front of the mirror, examining her porcelain skin for imperfections, of which we all know there are none.

			“Who, me?” She blinks at me, the very picture of wide-eyed innocence. “I’ve never punched anyone.”

			“I highly doubt that,” I say, perching myself on the lip of the tub in order to begin the unhappy task of wringing water from the fabric. “I meant, what are your sessions like?”

			Caroline hums noncommittally. “I’m bored.” She turns away from the mirror and claps her hands together, sidestepping my inquiry with effortless authority. “Let’s do something fun.”

			“Harass Hal?” Ivy asks eagerly.

			Caroline’s cherry-stained lips spread wide. “Better. We’re going to fix Willa.”

			Before I can protest, Carolivy waltz me up the stairs and into the attic. Ivy’s room is damp with dirt, the air teasing a warmth not found in any other corner of the house. Potting soil spills across the dresser; a spade sits, strangely delicate, on a side table; and greenery snakes about like a shadow. Terra-cotta pots are pressed against the windowpane, praying for a glimpse of sunlight in the endless, swirling gray of the sky.

			Her room is also filled with books, their pages curled, their smell slightly sweet, a prelude to black mold, the kind that takes root in your lungs and propagates spores aplenty. But then, I suppose mold is another of the things Ivy grows. It’s curious that a girl so reserved, always looking to Caroline for light, manages to inspire so much life.

			At first, I’m frightened by the intensity of their attention, certain that they’ll subject me to torture at the hands of Ivy’s gardening shears. Instead, they set me in front of a smudged mirror on a weathered vanity.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Your look is tired, Willa,” Caroline answers chirpily. In the mirror, I watch her reflection hold out a hand. Ivy fills it with a silver-handled hairbrush. Caroline takes bold, sweeping strokes, not bothering to be gentle as the bristles tangle in my auburn hair.

			“Ow,” I mutter, but Caroline does not stop.

			“You look so much better with a middle part.” She opens her hand again and there is Ivy with a comb. Its narrow teeth scrape against my scalp. Caroline is efficient. She is silent, yet Ivy can anticipate her every move, ready with the requested tool before Caroline’s fingers have finished unfurling. The two communicate in a language all their own.

			Fluffy brushes attack my face, followed by cold paints, tweezers, and an eyelash curler, things I’ve seen used on others but felt too useless to try on myself. We never had the money, nor did I have the confidence to steal. I knew how to curl my hair and line my eyes, sometimes borrowing Miri’s lip gloss, but as a consequence of having a mother so distracted by her own youth, I never quite looked like the other girls. My difference was potent, pungent. I stank of it.

			As Caroline and Ivy fuss over me, warmth pools in my chest, encroaching on my emotions in a way that forms a lump in my throat. I can’t help but bask in the glow of their attention. I want them to like me, despite my mistrust, or maybe because of it. It’s only after reliving Miri’s rebuff that I realize exactly how lonely I’ve been. Despite what Mom calls my emotional cold fronts, I am not stronger than the desire to be accepted. Wanted. Loved.

			“Now,” Ivy says after Caroline has finished blotting my lipstick. “About your clothes.”

			“What about my clothes?” I protest, much to Caroline and Ivy’s amusement.

			“They’re awful, Willa,” Ivy says.

			“It’s like you’re trying not to have a personality,” Caroline agrees. “You’re so easy to ignore you might as well be a shadow.”

			I blink stupidly at her. That’s exactly the point. If I don’t take up space, I can’t be asked to move. After knowing me for two days, Caroline has been able to distill me down to a single sentence, has unlocked the secret of my soul as easily as taking another stroke of the brush through my tangled hair.

			Caroline is suddenly terrifying to me in a way she has not yet been. I can endure whispered insults and idle threats. What I can’t handle is being seen. Being perceived and known so intimately is worse than a slap in the face. It’s as though Caroline and Ivy have excavated straight to the center of me. Have picked me down to the bone.

			“My clothes are fine,” I say, more insistently this time.

			I get to my feet, catching a glimpse of my finished face in the mirror. I half expected them to make me look like a clown. Instead, they’ve made me look the way I feel. Myself, but desirable. Myself, but alive. I don’t know this girl. I haven’t been her for years.

			“Why are you being nice to me?” I don’t manage to keep the suspicion from my voice.

			Caroline frowns. “I don’t know what you mean.”

			“We’re nice people,” Ivy insists.

			“Are you?” I cock my head curiously. I’ve been so focused on the odd occurrences and the memory of the fire that I have not yet considered what my counterparts might have done to deserve this same strange exile. “Why are the two of you at Dorsey House?”

			Caroline twirls a lock of glossy hair around her pointer finger. “Dare you to guess.” Her smile could draw blood.

			“I’m not sure you want me to.”

			“Go on,” Caroline urges. “I won’t get mad.”

			I take the bait, running my eyes up and down Caroline, looking for clues. She’s undeniably beautiful—boasts the wide eyes and pouty lips that let a girl get away with murder. I wonder if she may have. Caroline clearly comes from money—the kind of rich that ensures lawyers are always on retainer. The kind of wealthy who could bribe a judge to let their daughter spend six months at Dorsey House rather than a juvenile detention center.

			Peter doesn’t have that kind of money. Surely if I’d been charged with an actual crime, I’d have been shuffled off to a real prison. No, my time at Dorsey House is probably not court mandated, just proof of poor parenting. There are likely no legal records with my name on them, just a stepfather who jumped at the chance to get me out of his life once and for all.

			But as I study Caroline and Ivy, their bright eyes and razor-sharp smiles, I wonder if I ought to be more frightened of them. There’s a strong possibility that I am not the most dangerous girl here.

			Ivy gnaws on her thumbnail, watching me intently, a glimmer of malice in her eyes. This is another test. Whatever I say can and will be used against me. They are judging my impression of Caroline’s first impression.

			I do not want to get this wrong.

			The silence between us hangs low, like fog rolling across the ocean. I blink, and for a moment, Caroline’s expression is almost gentle. Hopeful, even.

			“Adderall addiction?” I guess, and her face shutters.

			Ivy snorts. “Please.”

			“Oh my God, Willa, that’s so cute,” Caroline says, eyes watering with mirth, “but I don’t have an addiction. Just a regular one-a-day prescription. Though even if I didn’t,” she says, wiping away a stray tear, “I could probably have found what I needed in my mother’s medicine cabinet. Melissa never would have noticed.”

			Their laughter turns my stomach sour.

			“Why are you here, then?” I turn my attention to Ivy, who squirms beneath my scrutiny. “Come on,” I wheedle. “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”

			Ivy rolls her eyes. “We already know about the fire.”

			“Why did you do it, anyway?” Caroline’s attention is as bright as a spotlight. She looks genuinely interested.

			“I didn’t,” I tell her, trying to tamp down my frustration. Everyone here is so quick to believe the worst of me. As always, I am my only advocate.

			Caroline sighs, disappointed. “We’ll like you even if you’re an arsonist, Willa. You don’t have to lie.”

			“I’m not.” My voice cracks, my insistence embarrassingly palpable.

			“Yeah,” Caroline says sharply, a door closing between us. “Sure. Whatever.”

			She dismisses me as easily as Kendall did, with a wave of her hand and a few choice words. The room starts to spin, but I cannot cry, not here, not when the freshly applied mascara and eyeliner will give me away.

			“I have to—” I stop myself midsentence. I don’t owe them an explanation. I don’t owe them anything.

			I flee from Ivy’s makeshift jungle back down to the second floor, where I lock myself in the bathroom and wash my face until it’s red and raw. I scrub until every trace of my careful contour, my tightly lined lids, and my bright, bouncy blush swirls down the drain.

			When at last I recognize myself, it’s a disappointment.

			Back in my bedroom, sealed within yellow walls and faded decor, the air ripples with wrongness. A piece of paper rests on top of my pillow. I recognize the lines immediately. This is from a Margaret-sanctioned notebook.

			Secrets don’t make friends, the note reads, scrawled in a steady hand. When I pick up the paper, there’s something underneath it. Were this a hotel, I might expect a foil-wrapped chocolate. But this is not something left with good intention. On the pillow rests a beady yellow eye, gelatinous and sour-smelling. It’s as small as my pinky fingernail, likely from a seagull.

			I gag, stumbling backward and knocking my hip into the desk chair. The eye is unmarred, which means it was extracted with care. Someone meticulously, carefully, purposefully desecrated a bird and put its eye here for me to find. It’s chilling and it’s horrible. I want to scream, but I know that if I do, Caroline’s delighted cackle will haunt the rest of my days. This is payback for my misdiagnosis of her delinquency. Carolivy anesthetized me with kindness, then cut me open. If I’ve learned anything today, it is that I cannot be too trusting. I must heed the warning scrawled on the mirror and watch my back.

			A peal of laughter rings out from the room upstairs anyway. If they think they can break me, they are wrong. I carefully remove the pillowcase and wrap the eye and the note in its faded blue fabric. I wrench open the window and fling the bundle out into the afternoon air. It plummets down the side of the cliff.

			I lock my door and curl up at the foot of the bed, where I nap fitfully for most of the afternoon. In my dreams, Ivy scoops out my eyes with a teaspoon and passes them to Caroline, who swallows them whole.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			I start a dream journal, dedicating Margaret’s notebook to the hazy, unsettling images that come to me in sleep. The first page is devoted to the ease with which Carolivy devoured me, the squawk of a seagull the soundtrack to my destruction as my eyes were consumed like candy.

			The majority of my words, however, are dedicated to the soaking-wet specter that infiltrated my session with Margaret. I allocate one entire paragraph to her stench of rotting fish, another to the slippery sound the figure made as she squelched toward me. Even my recollections make me shiver—how strands of wet hair slithered down her shoulders like eels, how even though her face was foggy and indecipherable, I could feel the girl staring straight into the heart of me.

			It isn’t exactly the assignment, but committing the vision to paper legitimizes her. The words written in my slanted, cramped hand are tactile. Tangible. It makes me feel, perhaps foolishly, as if I have some modicum of control over this strange haunting.

			The only control I possess at Dorsey House, a fact I am reminded of when I arrive downstairs for breakfast on my third day to find Caroline and Ivy snickering into their oatmeal bowls.

			My mood immediately sours. They are laughing at my expense. For surely nothing could be more humorous than the infiltration of my personal space, the way they barged into my room and left behind a gruesome warning: We’re watching you. They ought to have sealed the note with a kiss, Caroline’s garnet lipstick immortalizing her perfect pucker.

			It is clear, based on the way their eyes rake over me as I force down bites of globby grain, that they expect a response—tears, perhaps, or a pledge of my undying fealty. I refuse to give them that satisfaction. If they are comfortable enough to invade my privacy, to change the air in my room with their pungent cruelty, then I reserve the right to do the same. With great power comes the threat of retaliation. It’s my turn to root down to the heart of them.

			So when Margaret assigns morning chores, I volunteer for laundry. While it means finally facing the ancient machine in the frigid, moldy basement I have heard so much about, it also means I have a legitimate reason for snooping in Carolivy’s rooms. If I happen to take my time emptying their hampers, well, then no one will be the wiser.

			I collect the laundry basket from the basement, which stinks of wet newspaper and mildew, almost humid despite the punishing chill. Back upstairs, the kitchen is deserted, Caroline off to dust while Ivy tackles the carpets. I hurry up the main staircase to the second floor, where I start with my own room, tossing my soiled clothes into the bottom of the basket. Before I leave, I check that my journal is tucked safely in its hiding place at the bottom of my empty backpack, buried beneath sweatpants in my armoire’s bottom drawer.

			Next, I creep up the stairs to Ivy’s attic bedroom, where I sweep away the waxy leaves trailing across the dresser to reveal a small tray of trinkets: ChapStick, a silver ring, a tiny plastic rubber duck, the locket she usually wears around her neck. Slipping a fingernail into the seam, I snap it open, coming face to face with a woman who shares Ivy’s green eyes, blond hair so light it could be white. Her smile is soft, her expression warm. Ivy’s mother looks kind, the type of woman who would always be ready with a baked good and a hug after school. A mother very different from mine.

			Swallowing thickly, I replace the locket and return to my task, admiring the soft knit of Ivy’s sweaters and the corduroy of her trousers as I add them to the pile. I rifle through her pockets but come up empty-handed.

			Under the pretense of scanning the floor for stray socks, I peer behind bags of potting soil and poke through stacks of terra-cotta pots. When I find a thin notebook tucked between the bookshelf and the wall, my heart leaps. But my excitement wanes as I jimmy it free to find it blank, with one uncarefully ripped seam from a single torn-out page. Ivy has yet to use her Margaret-sanctioned notebook for its intended purpose, but I can leave her an ominous note to find when she does.

			There’s a pen on her bedside table next to a pair of glasses, which rest beside a book of poetry. I reach for the pen, bumping the book in the process. It falls to the floor, a Polaroid slipping from its pages. Ivy and a boy, dark-haired and handsome, their smiles so wide they seem to shine. It’s painful to witness such unbridled joy when all I feel is a numb pulsing in my chest. I want to tear it up, to remove the smiles from their faces, but then, I realize, I’ve never seen Ivy smile wide enough for it to reach her eyes. She isn’t the same person at Dorsey House she is in the photograph. Isn’t that punishment enough?

			I replace the photo in the book. Perhaps I’m not as vindictive as I thought. I leave the pen on the bedside table, then shove the notebook back where I found it.

			I move quickly through Hal and Margaret’s room, a cacophony of dark wood and dust. Every surface is covered with crocheted doilies—they drip from the dresser, the bedside tables, the armoire, even. The white yarn has yellowed, the stitches gaping, like skin sagging with age. I try not to touch anything as I tip their laundry hamper into my basket, cringing at the thought of their fragile bodies against their clothes.

			Out in the hallway, I can hear Caroline upstairs in Ivy’s room, no doubt sweeping the feather duster around to create a delicate storm. I slink across the hall into her empty room, grateful for the silence that envelops me the moment I open the door.

			Caroline’s room is tidy, her bed carefully made, pillows artfully fluffed. Books are stacked about precariously, their edges deckled and sun-stained. None of the spines seem to have been cracked. Half-drunk mugs sit atop the teetering piles triumphantly, tea bags floating in murky seas of jasmine and rooibos.

			A thin trail of dust streaks across the top of her dresser, proof that her attention was haphazard at best as she carried out her chore. I use my palm to sweep it away, wiping the gray fuzz on the leg of my jeans.

			Knowing her attention is otherwise engaged, I take my time snooping. I run my hands between the mattress and the box spring, rummage through her bedside table, sorting through candle stubs and loose matches, scraps of paper covered in tiny black hearts, and several sticks of gum.

			As I tug open her dresser drawers, I’m distracted by the sheer number of fabrics incorporated into Caroline’s wardrobe—silky bralettes, soft cashmere sweaters, bristling wool pants, thin, lacy socks. Every piece looks expensive and clearly built to last—the stitches strong and uniform, the cuts careful and considered. Not for the first time, I feel sloppy in my cotton T-shirts and ribbed socks. I can’t help but wonder what I would look like—who I would be—dressed in Caroline’s clothes.

			Before I can stop myself, I’ve unspooled one of her hair ribbons and turned toward the full-length mirror. I fumble with it, too sleek against my frizzy hair. Instead of emulating Caroline’s careful ponytail and corresponding bow, my hair explodes from the constrains of the ribbon, making me look as though I’ve suffered a terrible electrical shock.

			I shake my head, as though emerging from a dream. A nightmare, really, that I have grown so googly-eyed over a beautiful girl and her nosy sidekick. I rip the ribbon from my hair, tearing some strands from the roots along with it.

			It falls on the floor, and as I bend down to snatch it, I notice a jar of green olives beneath her bed. Five remain, bobbing in their brine. I wonder if Caroline uses her hands to scoop the olives from their resting place, if she’s ever lifted the jar to her lips and let the salt sweep across her tongue. Before I can talk myself out of it, I unscrew the jar’s lid and dip a finger in the cloudy liquid, then suck it clean. The brine is bright and sharp.

			“What are you doing?” My cheeks burn at the disgust dripping from Caroline’s voice. My finger, still wet from my tongue, stutters down the jar with an unpleasant snick. I replace the lid.

			“Nothing.”

			“Liar.”

			I haven’t turned around, but I can already sense her, the way she leans idly against the doorframe, hands wedged into the front pockets of her cardigan.

			I know a trap when I’m in one. I move to replace the jar in its space beneath the bed, but a soft sigh stops me. “No, no,” Caroline says, sounding almost bored. “I don’t want it now.”

			I finally turn around, the question in my eyes. But it isn’t Caroline who answers. It’s Ivy.

			“Drink it,” she says. I blanch. The jar is big, restaurant-supply size. And though most of the olives are gone, none of the liquid is.

			“I—” My eyes dart back to Caroline for confirmation. I’ve only been here three days and already I know she has the final say. She doesn’t bother to meet my gaze. But she tips her head forward, just once.

			An order.

			I could run, I suppose. Barrel through the two girls standing guard. But then I’d only be on the other side of the door. It wouldn’t be an escape so much as a relocation. The directive would still stand. I would still have something to prove. And so I swallow the lump in my throat, unscrew the lid, and take a sip.

			Ivy gasps, just loud enough to send a thrill through my neuropathways. She’s not used to being obeyed. I meet her eyes while I drink, the salt swelling my tongue, making my mouth lazy. She looks away first.

			“That’s enough,” Caroline says dismissively, bored with our game.

			But I’m not.

			I don’t think much as I continue to drain the liquid. If I don’t think, I won’t gag. If I don’t gag, I won’t vomit. If I don’t vomit, I win.

			When I’ve finished, I feel woozy. It’s as if the house has tipped, a boat pitching through the choppy waves of a storm. I put a hand to my mouth as delicately as I can muster. The jar falls from my fingers. The glass is so thick it doesn’t even crack, just rolls idly to the side before coming to rest beneath a polished wooden desk.

			“She’s going to hurl,” Ivy says excitedly.

			“She’s not.” Caroline’s reply isn’t a vote of confidence. It’s another command.

			I stagger forward, looking for a way out. Their faces swim before me, twin frowns on two very different girls.

			My pulse throbs through my swollen fingers, the ring on my right hand suddenly impossibly tight. It’s like my blood is trying to escape my body, leaving me alone with my bad decisions.

			I expect Carolivy to try to stop me, but they shiver away as soon as I approach, pressing their bodies to either side of the doorframe. The space between is a perfectly me-sized hole. I want to stop and make them feel my nearness. Revel in their disgust.

			Instead, I run.

			I stumble to the bathroom and press my cheek to the cool tiles of the floor. I close my eyes and breathe. One…six…ten. I open my eyes.

			There’s some sort of goop clinging to the edge of the sink—snot or hair product or some mixture of both. The air in here is so damp that towels never fully dry, leaving behind a musty scent that settles on clean skin.

			A fly lands in my ear. I don’t shoo it away. The buzzing is loud enough to quiet my brain to a dull roar. Carefully, I remove my ring. My finger stops throbbing. That’s something. It’s not relief, exactly, but…something.

			A snicker from the doorway. Déjà vu. This time, I don’t bother to turn my head.

			“I didn’t think you’d do it.” Ivy sits cross-legged on the chipped bathroom tile. She scoots one square closer.

			“You don’t know me very well,” I tell her, my tongue tripping over my teeth.

			“You didn’t have to,” she says, as though trying to convince herself.

			“Yes, I did.”

			She considers that. “I can see why you would think that. How do you feel?”

			“Rotten.” I move my cheek to another patch of porcelain. “Like a slug.”

			“Salt kills slugs,” she says without missing a beat.

			I roll my eyes. For some reason, that makes my teeth ache. My ring slips from my fingers to the floor. A birthday gift from my absent father. The sapphire is still in decent shape, though the silver plating has tarnished some. But before I can make out the hollow plunk of metal on tile, Ivy reaches for it and puts it on her finger instead.

			“We share everything,” she tells me as she holds out her hand, a magpie admiring its plunder.

			“What is wrong with you?” Caroline’s voice snaps me out of my reverie. I don’t lift my head; I simply stare at her boots. Sand glitters in the rubber treads and a single stitch has come loose near the heel, the frayed thread at odds with the carefully polished brown leather.

			“I drank olive brine.” My stomach gurgles, and I’m suddenly so thirsty I could drain the water from the toilet bowl. “You were there, remember?”

			“I don’t mean now.” Caroline lets out a soft tsk of annoyance. Beside me, Ivy smiles smugly. “I mean before.”

			“Why did you do it?” Ivy clarifies. It’s clear she’s used to following, picking up or putting down breadcrumbs depending on Caroline’s mood.

			“Oh,” I croak, peeling my cheek off the tile and rising slowly, only to slump back against the bathtub. “I don’t know.”

			I do, of course. This display wasn’t for their benefit. It was for mine. I needed proof that I could stand up to them even when I wanted to fall at their feet. Proof that I am stronger than I think—that I am their equal, not their target. That even though sometimes I bend, I do not have to break.

			“Girls!” Margaret’s voice floats up from the first floor. “Where have you wandered off to?”

			“She’s probably baked something,” Caroline says derisively.

			“Do I still have to take the first bite, now that she’s here?” Ivy fidgets with my ring. I want to tear it from her finger with my teeth and store it safely beneath my tongue. “In case you haven’t noticed, Margaret is a terrible cook.”

			The memory of last night’s chewy lamb chops sends a chill up my spine, and I vomit brine into the toilet, bitter, acidic, and slightly green. My body takes up too much space; my knees press into the grouted tile, planting bruises like flowers that will bloom on my skin come morning. Bitterness coats my tongue, a too-familiar, fuzzy feeling like mold growing in my mouth, like cotton soaked in rubbing alcohol stowed away between my teeth and the tender flesh of my cheek. I’m overtaken by a jittery sense of familiarity, as though I have contorted my body this way before, too aware of myself as I expunge my insides, ridding myself of what has been consumed in error.

			I retch for what feels like hours until there is nothing left but bile, until the corners of my mouth are crusted with salt—barnacles clinging to a boat. Despite the smell and the sounds, Carolivy do not leave. They stand intertwined, like sentries at the door, ferrymen on the river Styx awaiting payment before I am allowed to pass.

			Neither one offers to hold my hair.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			My dreams are dizzying and sharp. I draw a circle of salt around Caroline and Ivy, then step across its border where I am engulfed by white-hot flames. I go to an aquarium where I am trapped behind glass while all the fish stare at me. I tread water in the ocean, only to be pulled under, caught in the current. I wake with the dawn, gasping for breath, my head pounding, my mouth dry. I suppose that’s what I get for ingesting a year’s worth of sodium just to prove a point.

			I stumble downstairs for a glass of water, yelping as my bare feet tread through frigid puddles. The kitchen floor is covered with footprints, sandy outlines that lead from the back door to the front. The prints are smaller than my own foot by several inches. It is a comfort to know I am no sleepwalker, that my body hasn’t headed for the shore while my mind was stuck in slumber.

			But my relief is short-lived as I cycle through the shoes lined up neatly in the entryway, looking for a match. Hal’s feet are too large, his dirt-caked boots at least five inches bigger. Margaret’s slippers quickly rule her out as well, the imprint of her wide, squat foot nowhere near a fit. Caroline’s and Ivy’s shoes are nowhere to be found.

			It must be them, then. But why one set of footprints and not two?

			Deeply unsettled, I pull a stack of folded rags from the front closet and get to work sopping up the mess. I’m only on edge because I dreamed of drowning, I tell myself as I erase the sandy prints from the entryway. It isn’t because the hall holds the faintest stench of rotting fish, the same scent I associate with the drowned girl who invaded my memory.

			When Margaret descends the stairs to put the kettle on for her morning tea, she finds me scrubbing the kitchen floor on my hands and knees. “Looks like someone will be done with her chores early.” Dorsey House’s matriarch chuckles softly. “If only all you girls were so proactive.”

			“Couldn’t sleep,” I lie. “Figured I should get a head start.”

			“Well, thank you, Willa.” Margaret uses a match to light the stovetop burner. Then she pulls a chair out from the kitchen table with a scrape. “Once you’ve finished there, why don’t you sit?”

			“All right.” Dread pools in the depths of my stomach. It’s as though I have been summoned to the principal’s office. I take my time wringing out the dirty rags in the basement sink, draping them over the porcelain lip with unnecessary care. When I return to the kitchen, two mugs of jasmine tea sit steaming on the table. Margaret gestures to the chair opposite hers. With reluctance, I join her, wrapping my hands around the chipped mug.

			“So, Willa.” Margaret takes a delicate sip of her tea. “How are you finding your first few days at Dorsey House?”

			“Um, fine, I guess?” I tap my fingernails against the ceramic mug, coaxing forth a quiet clink.

			“Is there anything that could make your acclimation easier? Anything that might comfort you?” Margaret smiles encouragingly. For a moment, she has the same kind expression as the woman in the photo in Ivy’s locket.

			“Maybe I could call my mom?” I hate the way my voice catches in my throat, laying bare my vulnerability. I’ve worked very hard to be the kind of girl who doesn’t need her mother so that when she isn’t there for me, it doesn’t hurt. Still, I haven’t heard a word from her since I arrived, nothing more than the passive-aggressive inclusion of a newspaper article in my bag blaming me for the fire. There are plenty of angry words we need to exchange. But beyond that, I’m desperate to speak to someone who knows me. Someone who, despite everything, is supposed to love me.

			Margaret’s expression shutters. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

			An uncomprehending giggle escapes my lips. “What do you mean? Surely you have a phone?”

			“Your journey is your journey, Willa.” Margaret takes another sip of her tea. “It’s best not to involve any outside influences. Your healing begins with you.”

			I snap the hair tie I wear around my wrist in hopes that the sting will keep me from laughing again. “My healing? From what?”

			The lines on Margaret’s face wilt as her expression turns sorrowful. “From the tragedy that brought you here to Dorsey House.”

			“There was a fire in a town house I’d only lived in for a few months,” I remind her, fiddling with the handle of my mug. “Sure, I lost some stuff, but I’m fairly certain any permanent damage won’t be revealed to me until I’m diagnosed with lung cancer in ten years’ time.”

			“It was a fire you started,” Margaret counters.

			“Is that what my mother told you?” I stare sharply at her across the table. Another reason I’d like to give Danielle Childs—sorry, Danielle Anderson—a piece of my mind.

			“I was glancing at your notebook.” Margaret changes the subject with pointed precision, no hint of embarrassment at having encroached on my privacy. “I notice that you’re telling stories.”

			I narrow my eyes. “I thought you said you wouldn’t read my words.”

			“I thought I told you to write about your demons.”

			“I’m recording my dreams,” I tell her. What could be more demonic than the visions that possess me when my mind is at rest?

			“Dreams aren’t you, Willa,” Margaret chastises me.

			“They come from me,” I insist. “They spring from what I experience. What I know.”

			Margaret shakes her head. “In sleep, shadows shift into other forms. I don’t want to know the abstract. I want to know the things you feel.” I must grimace, because she chuckles slightly. “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” she says gently. “Just close your eyes and try to remember.”

			Leaning back in my chair, I shake my head. “Not this again.”

			“This,” Margaret says sharply, “is the work, Willa. This is why you are at Dorsey House. Now close your eyes.”

			She stares me down, a dog with its jaw locked around a human ankle. She will not release me, won’t allow me to go free without injury. If she is already this certain I am broken, I definitely can’t admit that her methods conjure a terrifying apparition without being dismissed as juvenile or deemed deeply unwell. I have no phone, no way to contact my mother, no method of escape. I am in Margaret Dorsey’s house, and so I must play her game.

			“Fine.” I purse my lips and clench my teeth.

			“You seem angry, Willa,” Margaret notes idly. “We can use that. Why don’t you recall another time when you were angry?”

			It’s far easier to lean into rage than it was to excavate my pain. This time, I don’t need to flash through memories or consider multiple scenarios. I know exactly where to go.

			When my mother told Peter she was pregnant, he bought her a town house. I didn’t know him well—she kept her love life far from me, just the way I liked it. I was used to being on my own, to falling asleep on the couch with the television on so I’d know when she returned from a date. Used to eating dinner at Miri’s house almost every night because her mom knew if I was home alone, I’d just eat boxed macaroni and cheese. I came and went as I pleased. As long as my homework was done, Mom didn’t care what I did, even when I wished she would.

			Peter, on the other hand, had so many rules I might as well have been in military school, not living with my mother and new stepfather. I couldn’t watch anything on television where a character was in the hospital, because Peter was squeamish. I had to enable location sharing on my phone so Peter and my mom would know where I was at all times. I couldn’t get my driver’s license, couldn’t even get rides from my friends, although by then I didn’t have any. If I needed to go anywhere, I had to use his rideshare app, because of course he wouldn’t drive me.

			“Why are you angry?” Margaret asks, as I wade further into the memory that solidifies before me.

			“I feel like a prisoner in this place,” I complain to my mom from the opposite end of the couch. We’re in the living room of the town house where she’s paused our show because a side character is being loaded into an ambulance.

			“He just wants you to be safe, Willa,” she says, hand resting on her stomach. She’s eight months pregnant.

			“I don’t know why he’s so intent on controlling me when he can’t be bothered to look me in the eye.” I pull my knees into my chest. I’ve tried my best not to rain on Mom’s parade, wore the baby pink bridesmaid’s dress she picked out for me, packed my life up and moved to a new zip code without complaint, all the while dodging bullets of silence from my stoic stepfather.

			The front door closes. Peter’s keys clink on the entryway table. Mom frowns. “Don’t start.” I ought to have known better than to expect allyship from her.

			Peter walks stiffly into the room, necktie loose and expression weary. He kisses Mom on the top of her head and glances at the glowing menu on the TV. “What were you watching?”

			I hop up from my space on the couch, halfway to the stairs in one step. “I was just leaving.”

			Peter’s eyes are fixed on the screen. “You don’t have to go on my account.”

			It takes all my effort not to laugh out loud. “Yes, I do.”

			He winces but does not turn to face me. “What are you talking about, Willa?”

			“You don’t like me.” I’m proud of how steady my voice stays.

			“That’s not true,” Mom says, glancing at Peter. His mouth is tight.

			“He refuses to even be in the same room as me.”

			It’s a relief to finally say it out loud. We’ve all been tiptoeing around the truth since the day Mom and I moved in. If Peter comes home to find me eating dinner in the kitchen, he’ll wait until my dishes are in the sink before he serves himself. If I’m doing homework on the couch, he’ll take his book upstairs. It’s almost like he’s afraid of me.

			“I’m just trying not to encroach,” he says, but the words are empty. “Your mom and I are starting a new family, and I don’t want you to feel left out.”

			I bark out a laugh. “What, I’m not a part of that family?”

			“Of course you are,” Mom insists, but Peter is silent. That says more to me than his words ever could.

			“Wow.” I turn to Mom. “And you’re okay with this?”

			“Willa, just try to understand where he’s coming from.”

			“Me? Try to understand him?” I’m shouting now. I know the neighbors can hear me. Our shared walls are woefully thin. “Why does he get a pass, but I just have to be okay with it?”

			“Willa.” The tears brimming in Mom’s eyes don’t invite sympathy the way she might think. She cries at everything lately, including car commercials and the back of cereal boxes.

			“Just tell me I’m right,” I demand, throwing the full force of my anger at Peter. “Just tell me the truth.”

			For the first time since I met him, Peter Anderson meets my eyes. “You’re right,” he says sadly, and his gaze drops to the rug, which still boasts that straight-from-the-manufacturer smell. “I can’t stand to look at you.”

			In this case, victory feels a lot like losing.

			“Where are you holding that anger, Willa?” Margaret’s voice is far away.

			“In my throat.” As I speak, the lump of emotion hardens into a stone, making it impossible to breathe.

			“Let it out,” Margaret urges.

			I try to answer, but my airway is blocked. My lungs scream for oxygen. The town house fades, and I am caught in a riptide, choking down salt water as I thrash wildly for the surface, just like in my dream. Only this time, blue-tinged hands are wrapped around my ankle. Dark hair obscures a featureless face as the ghost girl pulls me down toward a net of kelp.

			No matter how hard I fight or flail, I can’t seem to gain the upper hand. I can’t rationalize this away, can’t drag myself back to the kitchen, where my body sits clutching a mug of now-cold tea. I can only struggle, mind screaming, counting down the seconds until I become waterlogged and asphyxiated. Until she gains control of my mind and I drown.

			One final, fearsome kick and at last her fingers release their hold on me. I shoot to the surface, gasping for breath, salt sharp on my tongue as I draw air into my aching lungs.

			With impossible effort I swim toward safety. Just as I reach shore, Margaret shakes me by the shoulders, pulling me back into my body, to the dry land of Dorsey House.

			“Willa, what happened?” Margaret studies me with concern.

			“Nothing,” I manage. “I’m fine.” But I’m not. There’s salt on my tongue, but my cheeks are dry. I swallow thickly, then drain my mug. I can’t stop shivering.

			For the remainder of the day, I can only go through the motions. I cut my finger on a chipped plate, but don’t feel it. I eat but don’t taste. I’m consumed by the memory of being dragged to the bottom of the sea. I don’t know what the apparition wants from me, whether she’s a figment of my imagination or something truly dangerous. I am frightened of and fascinated by her in equal measure.

			Eventually, Dorsey House settles into its evening routine: Doors open and close, windows shut, pipes groan. The carpet sinks beneath footsteps, the wind rages on outside. And then, at last, all is quiet.

			I’ve only just begun to slip into sleep when the hallway fills with footsteps. I’m awake immediately, breath caught in my throat. The sound stops outside my door. My skin prickles, heart thrumming in my chest as I wait for the doorknob to turn and the hinges to creak, for a blank, blue-tinged face to gape down at me where I lie unmoving. I wait for salt water to drip on my cheek. For veined hands to wrap around my throat. For concrete proof that the soaking-wet specter can move from the realm of memory into reality, leaving footprints in her wake.

			But the intrusion never comes. Instead, the steps continue onward, down the stairs. Not my haunting, then. Exhaling shakily, I clamber from my bed and press an ear against the door. There are two distinct sets of feet. Carolivy.

			Even before my body moves, I know I will go after them. If their midnight escapade is tied to the footprints that appear in the early hours of dawn, I can finally lay my fears to rest. If the strange, drowned being cannot walk in this world, then I am far safer than I feel.

			I wait until I hear the front door close. Then I slip on my shoes, step into the shadows, and follow the girls down to the sea.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			It is not a welcoming night, not the outstretched arms of a mother but the condescending snicker of an older sister. The half-moon slumps against the night sky, the stars like pockmarks marring its skin. I tug at the sleeves of my sweatshirt as I pick my way carefully down the steep slope that leads from Dorsey House to the beach. My clothes render me a shadow against the pearlescent sand, an obvious intruder, an instant eyesore. I am immediately self-conscious.

			The wind howls with the strained yelp of injured prey. I shiver and pull my hood up over my ears. Each step sets me further ill at ease as I creep down the beach, stalking Carolivy on their way to the water.

			I duck behind a dune, thighs burning as I hold the crouch, peering over the sloping hill to watch as the girls turn themselves over to the evening air, exposing themselves to the salt and the silt. They appear immune to the disquieting night. But then, I am certain they have done this before, risen from their beds to steal toward the sea.

			Their ownership over the evening excursion manifests in the way they approach a pile of driftwood. To my untrained eye, it is one of many such haphazard piles that litter the shore—trunks thicker than my torso stretched across the sand, branches the size of my thighs stacked up and jutting like claws curled toward the sky. But as Carolivy approach their chosen pile of driftwood, its true form unfolds: a castle with lean-to turrets, a gaping front entrance, a moat. Through the gaps in the wood, I watch them settle on two stumps, thrones fit for the girls who rule the beach.

			The wind pelts my face, hair whipping against my cheeks and catching on my teeth. I squint, trying to make out the symbols burned into the pale wood, crooked lines and severe shapes. Runes, perhaps, or more likely a language all their own, one evocative not of the ancient rituals of the world but of the ritual that exists between the two of them, girls so closely intertwined that they have blurred the line between friendship and obsession. Their pale faces are illuminated by sparks as they strike one match, two, then three, each snuffed by the raging wind as quickly as it came to life.

			When the fourth match catches, Ivy lets out a cry of triumph and Caroline slips off her stump-throne to blow gently on the flame, to coax the kindling into a full-blown fire. Despite the wind, her dark hair stays perfectly in place, bound by the ever-glossy ribbon with its perfect bunny loops, the same way I learned to tie my shoes. The bow is the tenderest thing about Caroline, out of place with her frank tone and stark expression, her knife-sharp smile and the way she needles her way into the softest parts of a heart.

			Each time I pass her on the stairs, I am tempted to tug it, to ruin that careful bow and let her hair fall about her shoulders like a lustrous brunette waterfall. Yet something stops me every time. Perhaps it is a childhood memory, the story of the girl with the green ribbon around her neck who eventually allows her curious beloved to untie the knot, sending her head tumbling to the floor. I am not yet prepared to learn what lurks on the other side of Caroline. I am not yet certain I can handle the horror of her. And so, the ribbon remains.

			I’m surprised by her patience, her gentleness with the tinder in the face of the cold and the wind, but once the fire can survive on its own, Caroline rises to her feet and adjusts her white cotton nightgown, regality retained even as sand clings to her knees.

			Ivy takes her rightful place by Caroline’s side, smiling sadly at the fire, which dances over her face. Her nightgown is a similar cut, but its color is cream, ever so muted beside the shocking white of Caroline’s. Even fabric respects their hierarchy.

			I wonder at Ivy’s expression, at the way her mind is always moving—studying, notating, cataloguing her surroundings. Her physical being is beside Caroline, but her eyes are elsewhere. She is untethered in a way that inspires awe. Her prescience implies an otherworldliness I am desperate to understand. Where Caroline is the sun, Ivy is the galaxy, expanding outward, her vastness unknowable, her ends unreachable.

			I am the Earth, caught up in their rotation while trying to tame a gnashing want, an endless something moaning inside me, loud and distracting, so that nothing is ever fully in focus, reality existing with just the slightest tear. It pushes me toward a nameless entity, a wildness and wonder I have yet to discover. I keep going, in the hopes that one day I will find what my soul longs for, that ineffable thing that will soothe the ache, fill the gaping wound, the hole inside me. Even now it pulses, that absence its own special kind of pain. I need guidance. A consistent path to tread. Perhaps that is why I find myself so intensely in their orbit. They are meant to lead; I, to follow.

			Flames rise between the girls, and I squeeze my frigid fingers into fists, trying to warm them. I shift on the sand, eyeing another dune closer to their castle, near enough that I might taste the smoke were the wind to shift just so. Perhaps it would carry with it some of the fire’s warmth.

			Caroline holds out her hands to Ivy, who takes them. The girls lock eyes, so taken with each other that I decide to risk it. I scuttle across the sand, low to the ground, hoping the wind carries any sound I might make in the opposite direction. I dive behind another dune just as Ivy jerks away from Caroline, squinting out at the beach. I squeeze my eyes shut, heart pounding, hand throbbing as something slices my skin.

			“It’s just a shadow,” I hear Caroline say, but I’m more focused on the shard of shell sticking out of the supple flesh between my thumb and palm. I remove it with a quiet huff and a rush of sticky blood. I don’t have the time or light to tend to it properly, so I press my sweatshirt sleeve against my injury in hopes of staunching the blood.

			When I resume my spying, Carolivy no longer inhabit their driftwood castle. At first, I fear I’ve lost them, but then I spot their faint shadows down by the water. Even from this distance I can hear their laughter and their shrieks, bright and baffling, out of place amidst the frigid sand and freezing sea. They sound like they are on vacation, swimming while the sun draws a smattering of freckles across their pale shoulders, applies a sweep of blush to the apples of their cheeks.

			Were they my feet in the churning water under the weak light of a midnight moon, I would fear for my life and my sanity. But as I listen to these beautiful girls laugh, I am filled with the utmost certainty that nothing bad could ever happen to them.

			As the queens frolic in the water, the castle sits abandoned. No sentries guard their posts. No soldiers swing their swords. This leaves room for enemy forces to invade, no strategy needed, no Trojan horse required.

			It is tricky to crawl across the sand with my injured hand. Inelegant and crablike, I move sideways to seek shelter behind other formless piles of driftwood. From my current angle, I can’t see anything at all in their encampment, just the fire and their tree-stump thrones. Their secrets, if they exist, are not tangible. Disappearing again into the safety of the driftwood, I wait for Carolivy to reappear.

			When at last the girls return from the sea, the hems of their nightgowns are soaking wet, their toes pruned and their smiles wide. Ivy’s short hair has puffed up around her face like a cloud. Despite the salt and the wind, Caroline’s hair is still as sleek and shiny as ever. They have draped themselves in shawls of kelp. The slimy ropes of leafy bulbs usually stink to high heaven, their colors reminiscent of excrement. But tonight, in the firelight, the seaweed shines like gold.

			They look like my ghost—wet, shimmering, clad in white, adorned with kelp. So consumed am I by the similarities that when Caroline next speaks, I nearly lose her words to the wind. “Any luck today?” I squint across the sand to where Caroline and Ivy are once again perched on their stump-thrones.

			“Not really.” Ivy’s expression is unreadable.

			Caroline looks put out. “That’s twice now.” She rubs her hands together over the fire. “You’re telling me you really can’t remember anything about that night?”

			Ivy bristles, awash in firelight. “Margaret says it’s normal for your brain to repress memories in times of stress.”

			I wonder if that’s what’s happening to me. It would explain the yawning caverns of emptiness scattered across my mind.

			“Margaret is batty,” Caroline counters, rolling her eyes. “What do you two work on during your sessions, anyway?”

			Ivy leans forward, elbows on her knees. “I don’t know. I guess I mostly just talk about Ben.” So, the dark-haired boy in the photograph has a name.

			“Not your dad?” Ivy shrugs uncomfortably, crossing her arms over her chest. Caroline’s voice grows gentler. “Not even your mom?”

			Ivy shakes her head. “Do your parents come up a lot in sessions?” She chews on her bottom lip, knee bouncing with restless energy.

			“Almost exclusively. I’m trying to figure out how to get out of here.” Caroline’s accusation hangs between them. “There’s got to be something I’m missing. An obvious explanation for all this.” She searches the sand for her coat and, upon locating it, shrugs it over her shoulders. “I wonder how Willa’s getting on.”

			My ears perk up at the mention of my name.

			“Who cares about Willa?” Ivy sounds cross.

			“I do,” Caroline snaps, “if she has information that’s useful to me.”

			I grin wryly in my hiding place. Typical. Caroline’s interest in me extends only to what I can do for her. I’m now even more determined to keep my secrets close to my chest.

			“I don’t think we need her,” Ivy says, voice higher than usual.

			“Well, maybe I don’t care what you think.” Caroline frowns. “You can’t even handle your own memories.”

			“Wow, okay.” Ivy kicks sand at the fire. “I don’t know why you’re being such a bitch.”

			“Because it’s what I’m best at,” Caroline snaps. Then she softens. Sighs. “I’m probably just tired.”

			“Let’s go to bed, then.” Ivy gets to her feet. “No use making enemies out of each other.”

			Caroline grins. “At least not tonight.”

			I watch them head back up the beach, fascinated by the way they can trade barbs and jabs and still come out whole on the other side. It’s a magic I don’t quite understand, a combination of faith and forgiveness I have never been able to access in my own friendships.

			Once the girls are out of sight, I creep into their driftwood castle and watch the embers in their hand-dug firepit fade to ash. Out here, surrounded by the howling wind and the raging sea, my body is electric, my senses stronger than they have been since I arrived in this strange gray place. I now know I can trust my instincts. For as Caroline and Ivy head back toward Dorsey House, they leave a trail of wet footprints in the sand.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			In the daylight, Caroline and Ivy are different. They are no less beautiful, but they have lost their regal edge—manicured nails bitten down to the quick.

			There’s a quiet layer of exhaustion that clings to them like powder. A raspy way their voices push forth from their throats. I hurt too, but in different ways. My thighs cramp from squatting in the sand; my hand throbs from the jagged slice of the seashell. But the pain is secondary to my vindication. Dorsey House isn’t haunted by ghosts, just two very bored girls.

			At the kitchen table, we eat our oatmeal while raindrops plink into a bucket near the back door. Were it not for that, the sounds of the storm would have long faded into the background of my consciousness. I’ve already adjusted to the house’s gray pallor, the perpetual darkness perpetrated by the thick curtains and the dark wood paneling.

			Across the room, Margaret’s watchful eyes work to untangle the reason for our muted state. “Hal is heading to town this morning,” she finally says. “Do any of you girls want to accompany him?”

			Caroline and Ivy exchange a conspiratorial glance. “Willa should go,” Ivy says quickly. She does not meet my eye.

			“Yeah, Willa, you should go,” Caroline agrees. “See the sights.” She coughs delicately.

			I frown at them, suspicious. They’re far too eager to send me away. They must have something terrible in store for me upon my return.

			“That’s a wonderful idea.” Margaret pats my hand across the table. “It might be good for you to get out of the house. Get to know Hal.”

			“All right.”

			Although I’ve been at Dorsey House for a handful of days, I know very little about its only male resident. Despite the poor weather and his advanced age, Hal Dorsey spends the majority of his time puttering about outdoors. The thwap of his axe is a constant sound, all his energy focused on the ravenous woodburning stove in the kitchen. Despite the rain that has fallen every day since my arrival, he pours himself a tin mug of coffee; pulls on his galoshes, his trapper hat, and his slicker; and ventures into the cold to tinker around outside his shed.

			It’s a good thing I’m comfortable with silence. Hal does little more than grunt when I’m identified as his passenger. He says nothing as I war with the seat belt in his rusted truck, the only sound the rev of the engine as we pull out onto the winding road.

			Margaret’s threats of danger were not exaggerated—the one-lane street is slick and wet, the hairpin turns so steep that the truck could pitch off the asphalt at any moment. I didn’t pay close attention to the surroundings on the drive to Dorsey House. The scenery was a whisper drowned out by my panicked confusion. I didn’t know where I was going, so I didn’t know to pay attention until it was too late.

			When we reach the bottom of the hill, the truck turns onto a long, straight stretch of road. The air that slips through the cracked windows is thick as we drive through a copse of lush greenery. This path isn’t paved, or at least it hasn’t been in years. Hal’s truck is indelicate, the bumps jostling us both like a hastily constructed ride at a state fair. We drive for a long time before we see another car, so long, in fact, that I’m startled by the shape of it, so at odds is it with the pastoral view.

			Eventually, Hal pulls over, carefully lining his truck up behind another of similar caliber, its blue paint rusted, one taillight cracked. He gets out with a groan, slamming the door so hard the whole cab shakes.

			When I don’t move, he glares at me through the windshield. “You coming or what?”

			I glance around the empty field in front of us. “I thought Margaret said we were going to town?”

			Hal chuckles. “We are.”

			I unbuckle my seat belt and follow. We trudge along the shoulder until we reach a fueling station and a small store. Cords of wood are piled in a tidy pyramid, and baskets of produce boast bruised apples and limp bananas. A man sits on the porch smoking a pipe. His skin is worn and leathery. He raises a hand to Hal in greeting. “Morning,” he drawls, his accent unplaceable.

			Hal nods. “Howdy, Joel.”

			The man eyes me up and down. “How’re you doing, girl?” I take an inadvertent step behind Hal.

			“She’s still warming up.” Hal shakes his head as I make for the front door, desperate to escape their scrutiny.

			The building is small, the entire structure no larger than the sitting room at Dorsey House. Inside there are shelves of packaged and canned foods, a fridge with bottled beverages and basic dairy products. A few more baskets, these filled with wilting vegetables. A freezer holds waffles and ice cream and fish filets. My stomach churns. If this is where our food comes from, it’s no wonder I keep going to bed hungry.

			The girl behind the counter flips lazily through a magazine, her black hair braided down to her waist. She can’t be much older than me. I’m surprised when she greets me with a conspiratorial smile.

			“Oh my God, hey,” she says, tucking a stray hair behind her ear.

			“Hi.” I greet her warily. Her familiarity is cloying, sticky, like sweat on the back of my neck.

			“Feels like it’s been ages,” she says, and I haven’t the faintest idea how to respond. She must think I’m someone else—Mom says I’ve got a face forgettable enough that I can look a little bit like just about anyone. That, or this girl is so starved for company that everyone she meets is immediately a friend.

			“Hold on,” the girl continues, rummaging under the counter, “I’ve got something for you.” She produces a thin envelope, which she places proudly on the counter in front of me.

			I stare stupidly at it. “What?” I try my best to place this stranger. Perhaps the driver stopped here on the way to the house. That whole trip is still a blur. “For me?”

			The girl stares back. “Did Caroline not tell you?”

			I stiffen, suddenly suspicious. “Tell me what?”

			The girl laughs nervously. “She asked me to give you this the next time I saw you. She said you would know what it meant.”

			I rack my brain, trying to figure out when Caroline could have come here. I can’t recall a single day since my arrival that she hasn’t been with me at Dorsey House. But before I can press the girl for more information, the bell on the front door tinkles hollowly. With practiced swiftness, the girl shuffles the envelope underneath her open magazine even as she smiles at Hal.

			He scowls at me. “Dawdling, Willa?”

			I cross my arms. “Is there something I’m supposed to be doing?”

			“The girl who comes to town with me is in charge of dinner,” he says, as though I ought to know. He opens his wallet and pulls out a twenty-dollar bill. “Buy whatever you need.”

			“I don’t know how to cook.”

			He coughs, or maybe it’s a wheeze. “I’m sure you’ll manage.” The bell tinkles again as he rejoins Joel on the porch.

			There are very few meals Mom ever served that didn’t start frozen; almost everything she heated up on the stove came straight from a box. The packaged food selection is sparse, so I grab a box of pasta, broken bow ties crowding for real estate against the cellophane, a few limp carrots, a bruised onion, yellowing celery.

			The girl observes my purchases with bemusement as I place each item on the counter. She sweeps her braid over her shoulder as she rings up my total, revealing a beige name tag that reads Alice in red letters.

			“What are you making?” She sounds concerned.

			“Soup.” Surely it can’t be so hard; you just let it boil until it turns into broth, until the crunchy turns soft.

			She grimaces, reaching beneath the counter and producing a small plastic bin. She sorts swiftly through loose packets of painkillers, plastic lighters, and stray Band-Aids before emerging with four tinfoil packets of instant ramen seasoning.

			“Here,” she says, sliding them across the counter toward me like contraband. “You’re going to need some umami.”

			“Thanks.” I stuff the foil packets into the pocket of my sweats while Alice packs up my groceries. She glances through the front window at Hal before slipping the envelope down the side of the paper bag.

			“Take care, there,” she says, nodding.

			I offer her a tight-lipped smile as I hand over the twenty-dollar bill. “Keep the change.”

			Her eyes narrow. “He’ll notice.”

			I shrug. “Let him.”

			Alice frowns but closes the register all the same. “See you, Willa.”

			Something about the way she chews on my name sets my skin prickling. It’s like she knows me despite my certainty I’ve never seen her face until today. Then again, this store does sell newspapers. Perhaps she knows that the police called me a pyromaniac. That insurance won’t pay out for a fire started by a sixteen-year-old unless the homeowner can prove it was an accident.

			“See you,” I say, with absolutely no plans to return to this store again. Just like everyone in my life, Alice will soon fade into the background, a peripheral figure, a forgotten phantom. I don’t let myself hold tight to the past. It has never served me.

			Hoisting the grocery bag onto my hip, I push my way back out into the afternoon. The sun is so bright that for a moment, the world is drenched in gold. When my eyes adjust, we’re back to autumn, brown and broken, branches bare, the whisper of winter in the air. I cradle the bag of groceries on my lap all the way to Dorsey House, the ride just as bumpy on the return, Hal’s pickup truck groaning as we climb the hill.

			“Joel and I go way back,” he says, launching into an anecdote about a fishing trip and a tin of Vienna sausages. “Allie is his granddaughter.”

			“Doesn’t he wonder what you’re up to, keeping wayward girls in your house by the sea?”

			Hal doesn’t respond, just jerks the steering wheel hard enough that my shoulder smacks against the window. I clutch the paper bag to my chest, imagining the envelope pressed against my stomach, a ticking time bomb.

			I’m conscious of that envelope as I haul my wares into Dorsey House, as I place the vegetables and packaged goods on the kitchen counter, as I glance over my shoulder to ensure there is no Carolivy hovering in the doorway. I fold the paper bag over three times and stuff it beneath the kitchen sink. I’ve only just started digging through the drawers for a knife when Margaret floats into the kitchen, her hair wet.

			“Did you have a nice time in town, Willa?” She fills the kettle with water from the sink and sets it on the stove before settling herself at the kitchen table.

			“Would we call that a town?” I ask tersely, rummaging through the drawers, sorting through rusty tin can lids, rubber bands, and uncapped pens.

			“What are you looking for?” She runs a hand idly through her sopping strands.

			“Hal told me I’m in charge of dinner,” I tell her, “but I can’t cook without a knife. Or do you not trust us with sharp objects?”

			“The drawer to your left, dear.” Her instructions guide me to a selection of freshly sharpened knives. Refusing to let her shame me for my assumption, I wrap my fingers around a wooden handle and pull the blade free. The rhythm of my indiscriminate chopping is almost soothing as I slice easily through the limp produce.

			I just let it happen, the motion lulling me into a trance, until there is a cast-iron pot bubbling on the stove, water baptizing the irregularly cut vegetables. I pull the foil packets of seasoning from my pocket, dumping them in one at a time until the water turns yellow, stirring until the powder has dissolved. I feel the thrill of creation as food begins to form in front of me.

			I did this. I made this.

			As I search for a ladle, a chill descends over the kitchen. I wheel around to find Margaret’s seat abandoned and Ivy standing in the doorway.

			“Did you get it?”

			I frown at her, like I haven’t the faintest idea what she’s talking about, because frankly, I don’t. “Get what?”

			“You know what I mean, Willa,” she says. Her green eyes squint with irritation. “Alice gave you something.” My own eyes widen with surprise. It’s an accidental confession, one Ivy clocks immediately. “Where is it?”

			Her intensity alarms me. I planned to throw the envelope in the trash—after reading its contents, of course—assuming it was another one of Caroline’s cruelties. Alice’s overfamiliarity was jarring, the way she acted like she knew me, but I chalked that up to Caroline’s coaching. Make Willa think she’s losing her mind, I imagined her instructing the shopgirl, then hand her this paper covered in seagull shit.

			Something about Ivy’s knowledge of the exchange makes the whole situation feel more legitimate. Her interest regarding the envelope leads me to believe it holds something serious. Something important.

			“So what if she did?” I turn away, busying myself with the dirty dishes, doing my best to point my attention anywhere but beneath the kitchen sink. If the envelope is this valuable to her, I’m certainly not going to share it before I’ve had a chance to look at it myself. Still, maybe I can use Ivy to help make some sense of the situation. “When did Caroline give the note to Alice, anyway?”

			Ivy falters. “Um…”

			“I keep going over the days in my head,” I tell her, holding a knife under the faucet as I wait for hot water, “and I’m pretty sure Hal hasn’t been to the store since I got here.” Ivy takes a step backward, glancing out into the hall. Her discomfort is palpable. “But that doesn’t make sense, does it?” I ask, turning toward her. “So why don’t you explain?”

			“Jesus, Willa!” Caroline exclaims as she enters the room to find me brandishing a chef’s knife dripping with soap suds. Horror is painted on her face as expertly as her cream blush. “Who let you play with knives?”

			I purse my lips and drop the knife into the sink. My hair has fallen in my face; my sleeves are slipping toward my wrists. I know what I must look like. Caroline’s smug expression tells me I’m right.

			By the time I serve the soup, Ivy and Caroline are scowling into their water glasses, fiddling with their spoons. Margaret’s hair is nearly dry. Hal picks at a hangnail. I set the bowls down, one by one, in front of them. I start with Ivy and end with Caroline.

			All four of my fellow diners skim their spoons through the broth suspiciously. I can’t really blame them. This is the first meal I have ever owned from start to finish, from celery to soup.

			Ivy blows on her spoonful for so long that I’m sure the liquid is cold by the time it hits her tongue. She grimaces. “Ew. No offense.”

			Hal wheezes after his first bite. Margaret coughs violently.

			Caroline lets her spoon clatter from her hand to the table. “Well, it isn’t any worse than what we usually eat.” She sniffs again, pointedly. “Sorry, Margaret.”

			Margaret harrumphs. I feel the watchful eyes of both girls on me as we slurp the too-salty soup, carrots bobbing on the surface, bitter greens getting stuck in our teeth.

			After dinner, Ivy clings to me like a shadow, although she does not offer to help me clean up. I know what she is looking for and yet her intensity makes it easier to further my resolve to keep the envelope hidden. I’ll open it later, alone.

			Finally, boredom outweighs the importance of her task and Ivy stalks out of the kitchen with a huff. Once I’ve scoured all the pots, polished the glassware, and returned the dishes to their drawer, I turn out the kitchen lights and step into the hall. Dorsey House is quiet.

			The air hums with the oddness of the day. Hackles raised, I do a quick sweep of the first floor. There’s a lamp on in the sitting room, Margaret’s knitting wedged between the cushions of the sofa but the woman herself nowhere to be found. I circle the staircase, about to take my first step up, when I squint down the hall and notice a light beneath the library door.

			Odd. That door is only ever closed when Margaret is holding a session, though I’ve not yet seen her host one this late. I take my foot off the bottom stair and creep down the dim hallway. The library door is thick, and even once I press my ear against it, I have to strain to make out the sounds inside.

			“—wasn’t in her room, either,” says a disaffected voice. “I still can’t believe how little she owns.” It sounds like Caroline is talking about me. Was she going through my stuff?

			“Guess it’s somewhere on her.” A second voice. Ivy’s, obviously. “Do sweatpants have pockets?”

			Caroline sighs. I can imagine her fussing with her ponytail. “We can’t let her destroy it.” She must mean the envelope from Alice.

			A pause. Then Ivy asks tentatively: “What if she already has?”

			“She wouldn’t,” Caroline snaps, as though it isn’t even a question. I bristle at how certain she sounds. “She acts like she doesn’t care, but Willa’s desperately nosy. That’s why we decided to do this in the first place.”

			I’m offended, until I remember that I’ve currently got my ear pressed against a door in order to eavesdrop on their conversation.

			“And you really think we can’t just do it on our own?” Ivy’s voice has taken on a slight whine.

			Do what? I want to shout through the door. Instead of providing answers, Carolivy’s conversation has spawned new mysteries.

			“This isn’t up for debate.” Caroline’s words have grown faint. I adjust my position, bending down to listen through the gap between door and floor. “Willa’s the only one who—” She falls silent. “Did you hear that?”

			“Hear what?” I imagine Ivy says, but I don’t wait long enough to find out. I race down the hall and fly up the stairs, sealing myself in the yellow bedroom. It takes me a full minute to catch my breath.

			A quick survey of the room yields all the proof I need to know Caroline was here. The duvet is rumpled, my sneakers tipped over. The faintest scent of coconut conditioner hangs in the humid air.

			There’s something in that envelope Caroline needs me to know. And though I didn’t care for her judgmental tone, she’s right—I am desperate for information. Especially if it’s information that will help me understand what’s going on at Dorsey House. Why Caroline and Ivy were sent here, why the girl at the store was so familiar, why Caroline acts as though I’ve committed a personal slight against her.

			Fine. If Carolivy want me to open the envelope so badly, I’ll grant them their wish. I just can’t promise they’ll like whatever happens once I do.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Patience is a virtue, or so my mother used to say when I was young and restless and giving her a headache. Wait, Willa. Don’t, Willa. Hold your breath, Willa.

			Tonight, I obey.

			I wait in my dark bedroom for the girls’ footsteps and weakly concealed laughter to fade, so obvious and performative I can hardly believe I ever once slept through it. I don’t rise from my bed until Dorsey House quiets, despite the quivering anticipation that threatens to crawl out of my skin. I hold my breath until my fingers close around the doorknob and I step out into the hall.

			A weak pool of moonlight spills silver onto the carpet. I emerge gingerly, keeping my steps quiet. While I have not yet committed every creaking floorboard to memory, I use the warp of the wood to judge how much weight each plank can take. I breathe easier once I get to the carpeted stairs. Still, my knuckles are white where I clutch the banister.

			In the kitchen, water plinks from the faucet into the sink. The shutters rattle against the side of the house, and the faint scent of sour milk wafts from the cupboard where Margaret keeps her sourdough starter. The dust patterns are different in the dark. I can see where foot traffic comes to a standstill, the corners where even the most assiduous sweeping has left cobwebs clinging to the underside of the cabinets.

			I drop to my knees and fumble beneath the sink, pushing aside sponges and spray bottles in search of my bounty. When I finally find the bag beneath a pile of folded dustcloths, I exhale shakily and rise, triumphant.

			For a moment, I consider taking the envelope down to the sand. I could extend it as an offering to Caroline and Ivy in the hopes that they will drop their twisted game and level with me. They have my attention but not my understanding.

			I hold it up to the faint moonlight peering through the kitchen window. The page is covered with dark script, illegible in shadow. The longer I hold it, the more certain I become that I should read this alone. I refuse to remain at the mercy of their whims. I deserve some semblance of control. For once, I want to be the one with leverage.

			The envelope tears poorly, slicing my finger as I struggle to unseal its secrets. Inside is a single sheet of paper, folded into thirds. The wide-ruled lines on this page are the same as the ones in the Margaret-sanctioned notebook currently shoved in the back of my armoire. Something from Carolivy, then. A manifesto, perhaps. A list of all my personal failings. Maybe even blackmail.

			Dear Willa—the letter begins, written in a hand I know intimately. I squint down at the w’s familiar jagged points, sharp enough to kill, the way I always draw them.

			“What is this?” I glance about the silent kitchen, scanning the darkness over my shoulder. But even the shadows are still.

			There is no legitimate explanation for what I hold: a letter addressed to me, from me, that I have absolutely no recollection of writing. I flip the paper over. The other side is blank. As I return to the message, my vision blurs. There’s a lump in my throat. I blink rapidly, so anxious I can’t see straight.

			If you’re reading this, the letter begins, you probably don’t remember writing it. But these words are yours as much as they are mine. Right now, I’m in the yellow bedroom on the second floor of Dorsey House. A room you know well.

			I can’t tell if the notebook paper is shaking in my hand or my body is trembling around it. Of all the odd things that have happened since my arrival, this is by far the strangest. The letter seems to suggest a moment I have already lived. A moment at Dorsey House I can’t, for the life of me, recall.

			This isn’t our first time. We’ve been here before, just as I—ink slashes through the pronoun, and the letter writer adjusts—you will be here again. I’m sorry that I can’t stay. But I can’t bear it, now that I remember. The truth is too much to hold.

			Don’t be afraid, the letter continues. Although you may feel like it, you are not alone. Go to Caroline. Trust your gut. Open your heart. Maybe you’ll be strong enough to do what I can’t.

			The note ends abruptly, no sign-off, no explanation. I don’t understand what any of it means. It reads like a resignation. A white flag. A surrender. It reads like I can’t trust my own memories. Like I don’t know my own mind.

			Blinking away the tears that have sprung forward, I fix my eyes on a line near the end of the note: Go to Caroline. That dark-haired menace with her sharp-toothed smile. Caroline gave Alice the note. She’s mentioned in its contents. Everything about this disorienting situation points to her, tirelessly tearing through my soft tissue until there’s nothing left but bone.

			What does she want from me?

			She must have stolen my notebook and forged my handwriting. It’s the only explanation—she and Ivy composed this note together, painstakingly curling the ends of the e’s to mirror my own, the pen pressing so deep into the paper that it threatened to tear.

			Anger tenses my shoulders, numbs my tongue. Do they think I’m stupid? My mind so weak that I am willing to believe whatever they put before my eyes? The note reads like nonsense, written by children who have swapped too many scary stories in the dark.

			I think of them now, down on the sand, snickering behind their hands as they picture me shaking with terror at the contents of their counterfeit note. Perhaps they think that now I’ll give myself up to them in hopes of joining their strange coven. But I know better. Dorsey House isn’t haunted—they are. They’re wicked girls, monstrous and cruel.

			There’s nothing to do now but show them that I can bite back.

			The house sighs in support, the floor shifting beneath my feet, coaxing me toward the back door. Stuffing the note into the front pocket of my hoodie, I slip outside. The night is warmer than the one before, though the wind is no less wild. The thick cotton of my sweatpants ripples as I tread around the side of the house, past the shed, carefully avoiding the endless rocks and branches that litter the yard. Hal’s axe gleams in the moonlight, its sharp blade planted firmly in a tree stump.

			Descending the cliff in the dim light of a waning moon is no easy feat. I stumble several times, pricking the soft palms of my hands on spindly seagrass and thorny flowers. The wind wails with hunger, but I keep my head up, eyes on the stars spilling across the sky. Tonight, I am predator, not prey.

			When at last my shoes meet sand, I’m shaking from the effort of staying upright, but my righteous anger keeps me warm as I comb the shore for Carolivy’s driftwood castle, then stalk toward it, blood thrumming in my ears.

			Waves crash before me. The raging wind steals loose hairs from my head, carries pieces of me out toward the dark water. Now I too exist somewhere out there in its unexplored depths.

			A small bonfire casts shadows across the sand as I approach. Caroline’s laughter tinkles like wind chimes.

			“What is wrong with you?” I step over the threshold of their driftwood palace and take my place before them. Weak moonlight slithers across their faces, gilding their expressions.

			“Willa?” Caroline blinks at me, innocent and wide-eyed. “What in the world are you doing here?”

			I fumble with the envelope in my front pocket and wave it precariously close to the hungry flames. “Like you don’t know.”

			It’s Ivy’s expression that takes me aback: hopefulness. “You read it.”

			I shrug, flummoxed by the awe in her voice. “It was addressed to me.”

			I’m especially grateful in this moment for my foresight. With the two of them staring at me full force, I can feel the urge to cower and beg for information, to give them the upper hand. It’s better that I allowed myself to enter this conversation prepared.

			“I’m sure you think you’re very clever,” I say. “Did you steal my journal and spend an afternoon learning how to replicate my handwriting?”

			“I don’t know what you mean.” Caroline’s calmness only serves to stoke the flames of my anger.

			“You do know,” I accuse, waving the note in her face, “considering you wrote it.”

			“We didn’t,” Caroline insists. “You did.”

			“We watched you do it.” Ivy toys with her locket. “That envelope was sealed with my spit.”

			“You helped me?” I scoff. “How deeply out of character.”

			Caroline frowns. “I thought you said you read it.”

			“I said I read it,” I respond. “I didn’t say I believed it. But great job with all the theatrics. Really impressive. When did you have time to go to the store and plant this, anyway? Ivy didn’t know.”

			The wind whistles as Caroline counts quietly on her fingers. “Two days before your arrival.”

			I stare at her, stupefied. “That doesn’t make any sense. If I wasn’t here, how did you know my name? My handwriting?”

			Caroline shakes her head slightly, her frown almost polite. “But you were here. You wrote the letter.”

			My jaw drops, confusion so heavy on my tongue I can’t keep my mouth shut. When I finally manage to speak, my voice comes out low and dangerous. “Explain.”

			Carolivy exchange a look of frustration. “I thought the note would be enough,” Ivy says, worrying her lower lip between her teeth.

			“So did Willa,” Caroline bites back.

			I don’t appreciate the way they’re speaking about me as though I’m not here. As though I was involved in a moment I was never a part of.

			“You’re making fun of me.” That’s the only explanation. That, or I have amnesia and they are remarkably blasé about traumatic brain injuries. Idly, I begin inspecting my head for soft patches, for scabbing, for bruises, but Caroline gently closes her fingers around mine.

			“No,” she says, so pointed and urgent that it stops me from spiraling. “It isn’t like that at all. We didn’t want you to do it. But like you said in the note, you remembered something you couldn’t live with and had to start over.”

			“Remembered what?” I demand.

			Caroline shrugs. “You wouldn’t tell us.”

			I roll my eyes. “That’s convenient.”

			“In our defense, we tried to stop you,” Ivy says drily.

			“Stop me from what?” My voice rings tinnily through the night. Their vagueness makes me want to take them by the shoulders and shake them until they tell me what’s going on.

			“Walking into the water,” Ivy says, exasperated.

			My eyes dart between Caroline and Ivy. Ever since I arrived at Dorsey House, they have been plotting against me, trying to unspool me and make me doubt my own mind. But this is a step too far, even for them. At any moment, one of them will crack a smile, will burst into laughter, will break. The pressure will release. I will be able to breathe again.

			But despite the impossibility of Ivy’s statement, their expressions do not change.

			“What do you mean I walked into the water?” I ask sharply. “Like I drowned?”

			“No,” Caroline insists, frustration written across her forehead. “Like you reset your cycle.”

			Her answer only confuses me more. “What are you talking about? What cycle?”

			“When a new girl arrives at Dorsey House,” Ivy answers.

			“Except it’s never a new girl,” Caroline adds darkly. “It’s only ever one of us three.”

			My brain feels like it’s been put through a blender. “What, like a time loop?”

			“Not exactly.” Ivy tucks her hair behind her ears. “We’re not living the same day over again. Just the same circumstances.”

			“It’s very existential,” Caroline adds. “But if it proves too much for us, we have an exit strategy. Walk into the water. Erase our memories. Reset. Start again.” She holds up a fist, then extends her fingers. “Poof. A brand-new cycle begins.”

			Their explanation is so ridiculous it almost doesn’t warrant a response. “You can’t seriously expect me to believe you,” I say, shaking my head.

			Ivy frowns. “You have to.”

			“Guess you’ll have to prove it,” I say, stepping back on the sand.

			Caroline throws up her hands. “We can’t prove it. You just have to trust us.”

			I laugh. I can’t help it. “Why on earth would I do that?”

			“You’re not the only one who’s had to grapple with all this, you know.” Caroline tugs on the loops of her hair ribbon, adjusting the bow. “You’re the one who told me about it when I first arrived.”

			“Oh, we’ve all done this? Well, now it makes sense.” I don’t bother to skim the sarcasm from my tone. “How many times have we ‘cycled’ ourselves? Am I using that verb correctly?”

			Caroline shoots me a steely glare.

			“Only Margaret knows for sure,” Ivy answers, glancing uneasily between the two of us. “All we’ve been able to work out is that none of us has ever been able to leave Dorsey House, no matter how much we might want to.”

			I exhale sharply. “What, like we can’t go home?”

			Carolivy exchange an exasperated look. “Exactly.”

			For the first time all night, a tiny sliver of panic flares in my chest at the thought of being stuck at Dorsey House indefinitely. But no. The rest of it is too ridiculous to consider. If they’re lying about the cycles, why would they be telling the truth about being held here like prisoners? If anything, their shared delusion might be the very reason they can’t get Margaret to sign off on their release.

			Despite the midnight chill, I find myself unbearably warm. I slip off my shoes and socks and head for the water, shivering as my bare feet hit sand. Waves rush forward to meet me before dissolving on the shore. The water tickles, like the scratchy tongue of a cat.

			The shock wears off quickly, although I continue to shiver until Caroline walks down the beach to stand beside me. She kicks at the runoff, droplets splashing in a soft arc until they return from where they came. Ivy lingers just outside the water’s reach, eyes narrowed, although whether her ire is directed toward me or the sea, I don’t know. The water nips at my ankles, then retreats, sharpening its teeth.

			I turn to Caroline. “Why are you fucking with me?”

			“I’m not.” Those two words, in combination with the full force of Caroline’s brown eyes, are enough to give me pause. But then I remember who I am talking to. What a girl like her is capable of.

			Turning my back on Caroline, I exit the water. Sand clings to my toes as I stalk past Ivy, up the beach to the driftwood castle, where their fire still burns merrily. Pulling the envelope from the pocket of my hoodie, I hold the notebook paper above the blaze. I wait until Carolivy catch up to me, panting, hair askew, and meet their eyes, brown and green, respectively.

			Then I drop their lackluster attempt at a hoax into the heart of the hungry flames.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			In the harsh light of day, my righteous anger gives way to unease. I turn to a fresh page in my notebook and record the ridiculous, far-fetched fantasy presented to me last night on the sand. But getting Carolivy’s words out of my head and onto paper doesn’t help me make further sense of them.

			They want me to believe that we are stuck in some sort of loop, I write. A cycle, they called it. A girl arrives at Dorsey House. Walks into the water. Loses her memory. Starts all over again. According to their story, any one of us can reset the cycle, but none of us can go home.

			It would be a chilling concept…if it were true. I write one word beneath my entry, circling it several times over: liars. I know that much for sure. But I still don’t understand what Caroline and Ivy stand to gain from this elaborately staged prank.

			Are they simply starved for entertainment? Perhaps they miss the thrill of reality television and wish to watch me break down in real time. Or maybe the goal is for me to join them in their delusion, to convince me to slip beneath the sea like a sacrifice. If I were more weak-minded, if I wanted to believe them and test the theory, I could swim out into the water and let it pull me under.

			I put the pen down, ice flooding my veins. Do they want me dead? Because of course if I walked into the water, I would not return, could not reset, as they claim. I would drown.

			I shiver. I’ve been so caught up in their strange behavior that I’ve forgotten where I am. A halfway house for troubled girls. Girls who could easily spin stories to try to infiltrate the minds of others. Girls starving for attention who feed each other’s delusions.

			I dress quickly, setting my jaw as I run a brush through my salt-limp hair. The only person I have ever been able to trust is myself. I know that to be true now, more than ever.

			I am not safe here.

			When I arrive downstairs, my presence in the kitchen is utterly ignored. Caroline hums, back turned, as she rummages through the cupboard. Ivy stands at the stove, stirring the oatmeal. The idea of ingesting yet another bowl of lumpy cereal makes me want to scream. Everything at Dorsey House is soft and gray, damp and chilled, a veritable paradigm of middle ground. Nothing textured or toothsome, nothing structured or bright. Still, when Caroline sets a bowl down in front of me, I smile wide enough to taste copper. My lips are chapped, boasting giant flakes of skin I’ve been fighting the urge to peel. My stomach growls traitorously.

			The first bite is beyond inedible. My spoon clatters against the lip of the bowl as I spit out a mouthful of gloppy, salty oats. “Eugh.”

			“What’s the matter, Willa?” Caroline blinks sweetly at me, hands folded behind her back like a waiter. “Not to your liking?”

			My jaw clenches in anger. Caroline has topped my oatmeal not with sugar but with a handful of salt. I fight the urge to scrape my tongue with a kitchen knife. “I think you mixed up your spices.”

			“Oh?” She raises her eyebrows, playacting concern. “Huh. I guess I did.”

			“It’s like eating the ocean.”

			“Oops.” Caroline grins deliciously, belying any verbal expression of remorse. She takes pleasure in my discomfort, clear retribution for last night. The light spilling through the kitchen window catches on her shining eyes, turning her brown irises a luminous gold.

			I’m halfway out of my chair when Margaret enters the kitchen. Her presence startles me, and I fall back into my seat. Tension floods the room, palpable enough that the Dorsey House matriarch wrinkles her nose.

			“All right in here?” she asks, eyes snagging on me. I nod mutely. “I was hoping to get an early start on our work this morning. Who’s first?”

			Caroline sweeps the bowl from in front of me. “Willa’s done.”

			Margaret surveys Caroline with light amusement. “Well then, Willa, I suppose you can come with me.”

			Casting a furious glance over my shoulder, I trail Margaret like a duckling behind its mother. My stomach churns uneasily, from both the salt on my tongue and the new, electric layer of tension between Caroline and me.

			The north side of the house is poorly lit, and the library, its shelves stuffed floor to ceiling, has an air of neglect about it. Dust puffs from the rug the minute my shoes hit carpet. Two leather chairs sit in the center of the room, and a writing desk is shoved against the only wall with a window.

			Margaret shuts the door, sealing us in with the leather books and dark wood. “I thought a change of scenery might be nice.” She gestures to the chair on the left and waves for me to sit. The leather is worn and soft, like Mom’s thrifted jacket.

			A quick scan of the shelves shows that the Dorseys’ literary collection is varied, offering everything from paperback self-help books to mystery novels to hardcover classics. Tchotchkes polka-dot the higher shelves: tiny bells with intricate handles, a terra-cotta pot holding a withering cactus, a collection of bronze teaspoons, a tiny globe that seems to be missing the continent of Australia.

			Margaret clears her throat delicately. “When I entered the kitchen, the conversation seemed tense. How are you finding the other girls? Have they made you feel welcomed?”

			“That’s not the word I’d use,” I say drily.

			She clucks her tongue softly. “Well. I can’t say I’m surprised. They are rather”—she considers her next word—“prickly.”

			For a moment, I nearly tell her about Carolivy’s outlandish claims—the note, the cycles, all of it. But as I study Margaret Dorsey, gentle yet feeble in her leather chair, I know she can’t fight this battle for me.

			“Are they”—I choose my descriptor carefully—“dangerous?”

			Margaret chuckles humorlessly. “A danger to themselves, perhaps. But to you? No.” She studies me intently. “I believe they’re far more interested in befriending you than they are in hurting you.”

			That’s news to me. “They have a funny way of showing it.”

			“Well,” Margaret says, settling her glasses on the tip of her nose. “Your journeys are very different. Which is why I must continually remind you to focus on your own.”

			Although it’s clear she wants to begin our session, I’m not ready to change the subject.

			“Do you think it’s possible,” I ask, “to have memories you can’t seem to access? Situations that others can recall but that you can’t?” I’m particularly unsettled by Carolivy’s insistence that I have been at Dorsey House before, my memory wiped and reset. An impossibility I’m desperate to hear Margaret refute.

			“The brain is a fickle organ, Willa,” Margaret Dorsey says after a moment. “It can grow overly defensive in its attempts to protect. But just because a memory is unavailable doesn’t mean it’s lost forever. Which is why we’re here.” She clears her throat, gently redirecting me to the task at hand. “To focus on your past.”

			“Right.” Her answer is disappointingly noncommittal. I pick at a loose stitch on the cushion’s seam as Margaret adjusts the other chair, turning it to face me.

			“Now then. Where did we leave off last time?”

			“Anger,” I say, pinky finger hitting the cotton batting stuffed inside my seat. “And Peter.”

			“Very good.” Margaret folds her hands on her lap. “I think we ought to continue pulling on the thread of your family. Why don’t you tell me about your mother?”

			My mouth is suddenly very dry. “I don’t want to talk about her,” I croak.

			“Which is exactly why I think we should,” Margaret says. “This is all connected.” Her gray eyes are a storm.

			“What do you want me to say?” I pick frustratedly at another stitch on the chair until the strand slips free, widening the hole.

			“I want you to remember.” The bookshelves leer at me, leather spines like rotting teeth. “Just try.” Margaret purses her lips, considering. “Unless you’re not ready?”

			Her taunting won’t work on me. It’s too much like Mom, the way she used to needle me, leaving pinpricks of uncertainty until I wore down and ran with blood. My scar tissue is far too thick for Margaret to pierce now. I am not frightened of myself. I’m the only one I can rely on. I’m the only one who has never left me.

			“I’m ready,” I say out loud.

			“Prove it.” Margaret’s smile is vicious, her teeth bared. “Close your eyes.” Her command overtakes my autonomy, and my eyes shut like blinds dropping down to shield a room from the sun. I don’t bother fighting. Instead, I melt slowly into my memories.

			This time, I am untethered. Locations flash before me, a supercut of every run-down place we lived before I turned ten: the seaside motel where the vending machine only ever sold off-brand iced tea; the back of Mom’s midnight-blue junker, huddled under scratchy blankets; Grandma’s spare room for exactly two days before she and Mom had a fight so loud they had to bribe me with candy to come out from under the bed; a string of white-walled apartments that stank of cigarette smoke; someone’s friend’s boyfriend’s sister’s place where I got to feed the goldfish every morning.

			Mom had me at seventeen. For a while, I was fun—her sidekick, something to show off at parties, or to use to garner sympathy at the grocery store. But she was young and beautiful, and my existence was an obvious burden. I was a weed, slowly invading the garden my mother carefully tended, the better to make herself more appealing to the Peters of the world. It is lonely to grow only to be told you don’t belong. Only to be taught that the world would look lovelier without you in it.

			“Find a place to land,” Margaret instructs me, and I let chance choose for me, the roulette wheel spinning, then spitting me out in my favorite place we ever lived, our apartment, the one before Peter and the baby. When it was just us—no weird boyfriends who left their socks everywhere, no friends who slept on our couch for weeks, blowing smoke out the bathroom window, their makeup staining our towels.

			Just Mom and Willa. It should have been a dream. For a while, it was. I finally had her full attention, the way I had always wanted. But she became too sharply attuned, picking me apart piece by piece, flesh torn from bone without any warning.

			“What happens next, Willa?” Margaret coaxes.

			My backpack hangs heavy on my shoulder, chemistry and algebra textbooks giving in to the force of gravity, pulling me down. The bag falls to the floor with a dull thump. Mom jumps at the noise. She’s sitting at the foot of my bed, flipping through a black composition notebook.

			My eyes narrow. “Is that my diary?”

			Using a finger to mark her place, she looks up at me, fury twisting her face so that her blue eyes blaze. “Is this really what you think of me?”

			“You do realize that privacy is like a basic human right,” I say, reaching for my notebook. “You can’t just barge in here and read my personal thoughts.”

			In a stunning exhibition of flexibility, Mom clutches the journal to her chest and barrel-rolls across my bed, keeping it and herself out of my grasp.

			“Oh my God.” My voice is calm, but my blood is boiling. “You’re acting like a child.”

			This is not the first time I have felt the onus of responsibility in our relationship. Our power dynamic is severely dysfunctional. So much of my life has been spent without her that when she is home, it feels like there’s a stranger in my house.

			“And you’re acting like a psychopath,” Mom says, squinting at the college-ruled page. “What the hell is this?” She looks down at the entry she has marked with her finger and begins to read.

			“ ‘Mothers and daughters are tailor-made enemies. A daughter is built from the bones of her mother. She is the perfect canvas for the lifetime of self-loathing a mother has amassed. On the chessboard of life, I am the pawn to her queen, a replaceable sacrificial offering thrown into the path of oncoming danger. If she’d had a choice, she would have let the other side take me. So long as the king is safe, no one notices the absence of a pawn. But if the king is lost and the pawn remains, the game is still over.’ ”

			She gapes at me, pain scrawled across her face.

			“You were never supposed to read that,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. Defense seems the best course of action. I was proud of that entry, thought I was finally finding my voice as a writer, in a way I never could out loud. But hearing the words on my mother’s tongue has turned them thorny and cruel.

			“Well, I did read it,” Mom says, face suddenly blank. “So what do you have to say for yourself?”

			“Ms. Nguyen says that it’s good for us to work out our inner turmoil on paper. That the written word can be a sanctuary.”

			“Like I care what your guidance counselor has to say,” Mom says, rolling her eyes.

			The pit in my stomach expands. “She’s my English teacher. You’ve met. She said I have potential.”

			“Potential only means possibility. It isn’t real,” my mother snaps, flinging the notebook onto the floor. I hurry to scoop it up, smoothing the bent pages before pressing the cardboard cover to my chest.

			“My feelings are real,” I say, so softly I don’t expect her to hear it.

			“Oh, and mine aren’t?”

			Mom is in the center of the room, ready for a fight. She is angry and raw, which makes her vulnerable. I catch glimpses of myself in her, like I’m running down a hallway filled with mirrors: a lock of hair here, an elbow there. Rather than feeling a sense of belonging, I find that our similarities repulse me.

			“You’re my mother. You’re supposed to love me no matter what,” I say through gritted teeth. It’s useless, to bare my heart the same way she offers up hers. I know already that whatever comes next will cut through me with claws.

			Mom takes a step forward, her voice dangerously low. “Do you think that loving you isn’t the hardest thing I have to do?” The words twist around me and seep in through my pores, poisoning me. “I look at you,” she continues, “and see everything I’ve lost.”

			All my life, I’ve been her scapegoat, our matching hair and nose and eyes not enough to make her see me as an extension of herself. I have always been her enemy.

			“So it’s my fault you’re unhappy, is that it?” I shout back. “I never asked to be born.”

			“None of us asked to be born, Willa,” Mom says dismissively.

			“Yeah, well, this mistake is all yours,” I say, gesturing to myself, “so why don’t you try blaming yourself for a change?”

			Before she can say anything else, I run across the hall and lock myself in the guest room. This space is an outlier in our cozy-cluttered apartment, impossibly tidy and impersonal, as though every inch of character has been packed away in boxes somewhere. I press my face into the pillow, begging myself not to cry. Not again. All I do is cry lately.

			“What is the matter with me?” I ask the empty room. I’ve never felt so alone. These days, I am my mother’s emotional twin. We are both quick to anger, which leaves us nothing to do but fight. It didn’t used to be like this. Somewhere along the way, the wedge between us became a wall.

			The air ripples around me and I swallow a wave of nausea. Closing my eyes, I draw in a deep breath. I exhale. Open my eyes. Freeze.

			I’m still in my memory, in the guest room of our old apartment, but now wet footprints line the carpet, so like the ones Carolivy trail through Dorsey House. Lucky for me, Caroline and Ivy can’t yet transcend the boundaries of my memories, no matter how hard they’ve worked to get inside my head.

			But there is something that can.

			A single drop of water hits the ground with a melodic plink. The drowned specter is somewhere in this room, I know it. I sit up slowly, surveying the small space. There’s nowhere to hide—just a small closet, a desk, a dresser. Under the bed.

			My skin prickles. I shift on the mattress, slowly, so as not to set the bed frame creaking. If she’s here, she knows that I am too, which means if she’s hiding, she wants me to seek. Moving at a snail’s pace, I reposition myself so that I can launch off the guest bed. I won’t set foot on the floor near enough for her to grab me with her mottled blue hand. I refuse to put my nose anywhere near that sharp, rotting stink.

			I’m prepared to catapult myself across the carpet when a drop of water lands directly on my forehead. I fumble, falling off the bed. Another drop, this time on my nose. With mounting dread, I turn my gaze toward the ceiling. The ghost of the drowned girl hovers above me, face blurred, limbs splayed, hair dripping.

			Although I scream, Mom doesn’t come. Scuttling backward on the floor, I shiver, clutching my knees to my chest. “What do you want?” I demand, but the ghost doesn’t move. “Why won’t you leave me alone?”

			The desk lamp emits a low hum as its lightbulb flickers, casting chaotic shadows throughout the room. I tear my eyes from the malfunctioning bulb and turn again to the figure on the ceiling. “Is that you? Are you doing that?” I ask.

			The bulb flickers once, then returns to its steady stream of light. My heart skips a beat. The apparition still has not moved, a spider clinging to its web. I exhale shakily. This is the closest we’ve come to being able to communicate.

			“One for yes, two for no?” The lamp flickers again. I struggle to pull in oxygen as I formulate my next move.

			“Are you alive?” Two pulses of light. “Are you real?” One pulse. “Do you know me?” The lamp emits one bright burst of light.

			Carefully, I rise to my feet in hopes of getting a better look. If she knows me, then that means…

			“Do I know you?”

			A high-pitched ringing fills the room, piercing my eardrums like feedback from a microphone. I shrink back, hands clamped over my ears. Water begins to fall in sheets from the ceiling. Amidst the chaos, the lightbulb flickers, then fails, and everything goes black.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Once I’ve managed to regain my breath and the nausea has faded, Margaret dismisses me from the library, where she remains to record her post-session notes. I return to the kitchen to find Carolivy at the table, smiling at me with hungry eyes, wolves appraising the lamb for slaughter. While I was delving into the past, my memories unfurling and taking new shapes, Carolivy stayed firmly rooted in the present, where they had time to scheme and align themselves against me anew.

			I brush past them, rummaging in the cupboard for something to eat. My tongue is fuzzy with residual fear, my mouth stripped of moisture from Caroline’s culinary exploits. Behind a box of expired baking soda, I find a bag of raisins, which I shove into my mouth by the handful. The girls do not bother to disguise their interest in me.

			It’s Ivy who eventually breaks the silence. “Did you have a good session, Willa?”

			“See anything strange?” Caroline’s smile is discomfortingly shrewd.

			Goose bumps prickle to life on my forearms. Does she know about the ghost? I try not to shiver as her eyes dig into me like shovels, searching for secrets buried in the darkest parts of my heart.

			“What do you want?” I snap, hoping I don’t sound as unsettled as I feel.

			“Your trust,” Ivy answers, toying with her locket.

			“I don’t know why you’re so skittish around us, Willa.” Caroline stretches, catlike, arms above her head. “We don’t bite.”

			I smash raisins between my molars. “I highly doubt that.”

			“You have such little faith, Willa.” Ivy furrows her brow. “Why is that, do you think?” It sounds like she truly wants to know.

			“I’ve already had my mind prodded by Margaret this morning, thanks.” I reseal the bag of raisins and shove them back onto the shelf, closing the cupboard with more force than I mean to. “I think I’ll sit this interrogation out.”

			After last night, I’ve decided it’s best to keep my distance from these girls. Their antics down on the beach offer two unsettling possibilities: Either they’ll go to unspeakable lengths to make me doubt my own mind, or they’re so caught up in the same collective delusion that they are no longer grounded in reality. Whatever the case, I want no part of it.

			“I need to get started on my chores,” I tell them, heading for the hall. “Margaret wants me to vacuum the first floor.”

			“Wait,” Caroline says, and I obey, curiosity winning out over my better judgment. “We got you a gift.”

			“Great,” I say flatly, not bothering to look. It’s probably a mummified mouse or a crab skeleton. Some twisted offering they’ve placed atop the kitchen table.

			“Don’t you want to know what it is?” Ivy singsongs. She’s accompanied by a jangling of metal, too tuneless to be wind chimes, too delicate to be dangerous. I turn to find a ring of keys hanging from her pointer finger.

			Arms folded across my chest, I try not to give away my intrigue. “What are those?”

			“Hal’s car keys.”

			I frown. “What for?”

			“To prove to you that we’re stuck here, trapped in a house that won’t let us go.” Caroline’s eyes are fire-bright, holding the same gleeful cruelty that washed over Kendall’s face every time we played Truth or Dare.

			We’re playing a game now too. I might have won the last round, but it’s my turn again. And this time, I only have one option.

			“Fine.” I reach across the table and pluck the keys from Ivy’s hand. “But I don’t know what you’re trying to prove. I can leave Dorsey House. I’ve been to the store.”

			It’s an obvious checkmate. But Carolivy don’t look defeated as they rise from the table.

			“You had a Dorsey chaperone then,” Ivy says easily. “We want you to try going on your own.”

			Not bothering to stifle my eye roll, I lead the way through the hall, wrench open the front door, and stride out into the dull gray day. The porch steps creak beneath my weight, just as they did the first time I ascended them.

			Hal parks his pickup on the side of the house, where salt eats away at the vehicle’s rusted paint job. One of the taillights is cracked. As we approach, I notice there’s no license plate.

			I make for the driver’s-side door, flakes of red paint embedding themselves beneath my fingernails. To my surprise, Carolivy join me in the cab. Caroline’s tights squeak against the frayed vinyl as she slides to the center of the bench seat. Ivy squeezes in next to her and slams the passenger door shut, sealing us inside.

			Their closeness is noxious, Caroline’s vanilla hair product and jasmine perfume mixing nauseatingly with Ivy’s lemon verbena lotion. The three of us share recycled air as I fumble with Hal’s keys in search of the one that will start the truck. When I find it, its hungry teeth slide seamlessly into the narrow maw of the keyhole.

			My scalp prickles with nerves as I adjust the rearview mirror. Caroline snickers, while Ivy coughs impatiently. Neither one bothers with their seat belt. It’s foolish of them to put their lives in my hands, considering I don’t actually know how to drive. Peter refuses to let me get my license. I twist the key, jaw clenched as I prepare to start the engine. But instead of roaring to life, the truck shudders and squawks, a high-pitched squeal emanating from beneath the hood.

			I try again, twisting the key more insistently, foot hovering over the brake pedal, left hand clutching the steering wheel. The engine sputters. Spits. Falls silent.

			My cheeks burn as I clock Carolivy’s smug smiles in the rearview mirror. I try to start the truck for a third time. The motor clicks, sounding almost bored. Nothing happens.

			“See?” Ivy’s tone is triumphant.

			“See what?” My voice is loud in the small cab; I’m desperate to wipe the satisfied expressions from their faces. “This truck is ancient. The fact that it might run at all is far more surprising than the fact that it doesn’t.”

			I wrench the door open and walk around to the front of the truck. The hood is hot to the touch. My fingers scrabble beneath for some way to unlatch it. As I struggle, two sets of feet crunch over the driveway’s gravel.

			“What are you doing?” Caroline’s question is tinged with amusement.

			“Trying to see what you did to the engine.”

			She raises her eyebrows. “Do I look like I know anything about cars?” She gestures at her cardigan and skirt.

			“You know what happens when you assume,” I mutter.

			“No, Willa, I don’t.” Caroline chuckles. “Why don’t you tell me.” Beside her, Ivy’s laugh is sandpaper and silt.

			Unable to lift the hood, never mind that I wouldn’t know what to look for even if I could, I throw my hands up in frustration. “Well, this was a powerful waste of my time. Thanks a lot.”

			Caroline shakes her head. “We’re not done.”

			“Oh, we’re done.” I turn on my heel, heading for the front door.

			“Keep walking, Willa,” Ivy calls, hands cupped around her mouth.

			“What?” I yell back.

			“All the way to the road,” Ivy instructs. “Just to see what happens.”

			My stomach sinks. Another dare. I don’t know what they want, other than to annoy me, which they’ve already accomplished ten times over. Still, it sounds so harmless. It will only take twenty steps to prove them wrong. Sure, this program Margaret runs is a bit like a prison, but only in the metaphysical sense. I’m not literally trapped at Dorsey House. That isn’t how time or space works. That isn’t how life works.

			Just my luck that I have only these two obsessive, starry-eyed girls for company. Their insistence on the odd and ominous is exhausting, their overactive imaginations practically pathological. There’s nothing truly frightening here, save the darkness inside our own heads. But then, we wouldn’t be at Dorsey House if we didn’t have demons. That much is clear.

			I stop walking. “If I do, will you finally leave me alone?”

			Carolivy hold up their hands in bleak choreography. “Whatever you want, Willa.” Caroline shrugs blithely.

			“We’re doing this for you,” Ivy adds.

			“Jesus Christ,” I mutter, heading for the street. “I’m walking toward the road,” I call, as though they are not watching me with bated breath. “I’m moving forward, wiggling my toes as I head for the road.”

			Gravel crunches beneath my feet, wind tousling my hair. “I’m making my way down the driveway,” I announce petulantly, kicking a small stone, which skitters onto the stripped asphalt.

			“I’m almost there,” I call, throwing my arms out and turning to face them, walking backward to display my nonchalance. “Nothing is stopping me.”

			Carolivy’s expression, once smug, now hints at desperation. I can practically taste my victory. I’ve called their bluff. I bet it all, and now I’ve won. I take a theatrically large step onto the street.

			“I hope you both feel really stupid,” I shout, just as my foot lands on the rock I kicked. My ankle twists inward, sending me down to the pavement. My hands and knees hit the ground hard, palms screaming, kneecaps reverberating with pain. I let out a strangled yelp.

			“Willa?”

			“Shit!”

			Immediately, Carolivy are beside me, though they keep their feet planted firmly on the driveway, not daring to set foot on the road. They pull at me gently, adjusting me so I can sit up, blood blooming bright through my sweats.

			“Well”—Ivy purses her lips as she stares down at me—“don’t say we didn’t warn you.”

			Tears of surprise slick my cheeks, and I use my forearm to smear them onto my sweatshirt sleeve. “What, that I would trip?”

			“Willa,” Caroline says patiently, “you didn’t trip.”

			I squint at her, trying desperately to make sense of her words. “You just watched me fall.”

			“Yeah,” Ivy agrees, “but it wasn’t the rock that felled you. It was this place.”

			“Felled me?” I struggle to my feet, waving away their assistance. “Ivy, I tripped on a rock.” I exhale shakily, trying to swallow my pain and embarrassment. “Stop trying to make everything mean something. I’m sorry if it’s easier for you two to make up stories than to live in reality, but nothing is going on here. We’re just three fucked-up girls who did fucked-up things. Maybe you’re not ready to deal with that, but it’s the truth. That’s why we’re here.”

			“Are you done?”

			Ivy’s eyes are glassy, her lower lip quivering, but she isn’t the one who’s speaking. Caroline steps in front of her, ready to fight.

			“It sounds like you think you know us, Willa Childs.” Her eyes are steely. “I wonder why that is.”

			I know what she’s trying to do, but it won’t work. This has nothing to do with cycles, or whatever they tried to talk me into believing last night, and everything to do with her rotten personality. I take a step toward her, wiping my bloody hands on the front of my sweatpants.

			“It’s because you’re not special,” I tell her, ice in every word. “I’ve met a hundred girls like you.” Despite her best efforts, Caroline’s stony expression falters. She’s wounded. Good. “Now leave me alone,” I spit. “I’ve got vacuuming to do.”

			Caroline says nothing as I hobble toward the house, wincing with every step. It’s only once I reach the porch that she calls my name.

			“You’re wrong, you know.”

			“Oh really?” I pause, leaning on the railing to take the weight off my aching ankle. “And what am I wrong about this time?”

			Caroline stands at the end of the driveway, wind whipping her ponytail so that it floats above her head like a halo. When she smiles, it’s all teeth, incisors cut sharp on years of quiet pain. “You’ve never met anyone like me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			I spend the better part of the afternoon picking gravel out of my palms with tweezers, using cotton swabs to dab my cuts with rubbing alcohol, wincing when it burns. On the other side of the bathroom door, life carries on as usual. Caroline and Ivy laugh as they finish their chores; the smell of wood polish mixes acridly with the isopropyl, leaving me lightheaded.

			My knees were spared the worst of it, thanks to the thick cotton of my sweatpants, but I still plaster Band-Aids on the scraped skin, which is as rubbery and pink as raw chicken. Soon bruises will bloom, coloring my defeat black and blue. But the most painful part—insult added to literal injury—is that Carolivy witnessed my downfall. Not only did I fail to prove them wrong, but they watched me bleed.

			Disinfected to the best of my ability, my awkwardly bandaged hands reminiscent of the Halloween that Mom dressed me as a toilet paper mummy, I venture out into the hall, wincing at the position of the sun. It’s almost dinnertime, and I haven’t even started my chores. As I hobble down the stairs, I steel myself for the unhappy task of wrestling with the Dorseys’ ancient vacuum cleaner. It hisses and spits out almost as much dust as it inhales and has the turning radius of a boat. Thankfully, the machine whirrs so loudly I can hardly hear my own thoughts. A blessing, after the day I’ve had.

			Dinner is its own trial, as I struggle to hold a fork in my bandaged hand. Prongs squawk against my plate as I attempt to spear the crumbling casserole and limp vegetables.

			“Everything all right, Willa?” Margaret’s question seems to stem less from concern than annoyance.

			Across the table, Caroline’s eyes flash sharply. But she needn’t bother.

			“I’m fine,” I mumble. The words slip effortlessly off my tongue. I use them so often in my daily life that they’ve practically lost their meaning. Never mind that they’re hardly ever true.

			Seemingly mollified, Carolivy ignore me for the remainder of the evening. Although I’m grateful for the peace, I don’t expect it to last. Even though she doesn’t look at me, I can hear Caroline thinking, mind racing as she plans how to convert me into a believer.

			As soon as is reasonably polite, I excuse myself and head upstairs to bed. My body screams as I try to find a comfortable position. In the end, I lie flat on my back like a corpse, arms over the quilt, palms up. All that’s left now is for Carolivy to bury me alive.

			Alone in the dark, my pain intensifies. I can feel the frayed edges of my skin, blood pulsing against my bandages. I lie there, stewing, fury rising in me like the tide. If Carolivy win this game that they are playing, it will be fully at my expense. This obsession of theirs is dangerous—they don’t care if I get hurt, so long as I believe them.

			I must fall into a fitful slumber, because the next thing I know I am jolted awake by the creak of a door. Dorsey House is otherwise silent, the hallway dark, the sky an inky black behind the curtains.

			The walls groan as water makes its way through the pipes. I exhale shakily. Just someone in the bathroom. No reason for all this adrenaline. The water stops, and my skin prickles as feet pad slowly across the carpet. Maybe it’s the twilight daze or the thick cloud of exhaustion that clings to the back of my eyelids, but I am overcome with a dizzying certainty that the soaking-wet specter is in the hall.

			But that’s ridiculous, I tell myself, even as the footsteps pause outside my bedroom door. It’s only Caroline, I assure myself, even as sweat drenches the collar of my T-shirt. The faceless drowned girl exists only in my mind. She cannot walk these halls, can’t leave wet footprints. Carolivy can. Still, I lie impossibly still. Hold my breath until the noise passes me by.

			My doorknob rattles. Turns. I sit up so quickly I forget to protect my palms, and let out a yelp as I press my shredded hands on the bed. Against all logic, a scream catches in my throat as I steel myself for the rotting stench of fish, the plinking drip of wet hair. Instead, the room fills with the scent of orchids, Caroline’s second-favorite perfume.

			“Oh good,” the dark-haired girl says flatly, stepping into my bedroom. “You’re up.” Her hair is loose, dancing down to the middle of her back, and she is clad in a set of pink silk pajamas, what must be her initials embroidered on a pocket over her right breast: CVR.

			My hammering heart threatens to beat right through the soft skin of my throat. I feel foolish, childish even, for believing in ghosts.

			“You look ridiculous,” I tell her, gesturing to the carefully stitched monogram. “Who needs to know who you are when you sleep?”

			Caroline shrugs. “Never know who might visit you in a dream.” For one disorienting moment, I think she means the ghost of the soaking-wet girl. But it’s just my exhausted brain mixing nightmare with reality. “What do you dream about, Willa?”

			Bristling at the ease of her interrogation, I set my jaw. “What do you want, Caroline?”

			She yanks the quilt down to the foot of my bed. “Come on.” Goose bumps crop up on my legs from the muggy chill. “We’re going to the beach.”

			I pull the blanket back up over my knees. “Why?”

			Caroline tosses her hair. It sweeps over her shoulder like a glossy waterfall. “Don’t be difficult. I’m doing this for you.”

			“Even if I wanted to go with you,” I snap, hoping my sharp tone disguises my genuine interest, “I can hardly navigate the stairs. I’m injured, remember?” I hold up my bandaged hands. “There’s no way I’ll make it down the slope in one piece.”

			“You can do anything you put your mind to, Willa,” Caroline insists, pouting. “I’ve seen you do incredible things. Things you wouldn’t believe.” Her eyes sweep across my body like spotlights. My cheeks burn beneath the heat of her gaze.

			“You’re so full of shit,” I mutter, begging my heart rate to return to normal.

			“Why don’t you come over here and find out,” she taunts, taking a step back to lean against the doorframe.

			“Are you done?” Defeat drips from my tongue. “Caroline, I’m tired, and in pain, and I just want to go to sleep.”

			“Spoilsport.” That pout again, brown eyes wide, lips somehow still glossy, though she’s washed her face of all its product.

			“Give me one reason why I should come with you.”

			Caroline’s smile is far too self-satisfied for my taste. “Because I figured out how to prove it. The cycles.”

			I shift on the bed, not wanting her notice that my interest is piqued. “Why do you care so much whether I believe you?”

			Caroline sniffs. “I don’t.” But for one second, her eyes flash with what looks a lot like earnestness. For a moment, all her bravado fades, and she’s like me: a lonely, vulnerable teenage girl. In my aching, drowsy state, it’s just enough to soften my resolve.

			“Fine,” I acquiesce, just as Caroline’s expression hardens.

			“Great.” She tugs the comforter off me again, tosses it on the ground, and announces, “Let’s go get Ivy.”

			It’s humid in the attic, heat rising and finding its home in Ivy’s meticulously tended garden. Trailing vines swing breezily as we pass, though the curtains are pulled firmly shut. Ivy is already dressed and waiting, perched on the side of her bed and practically vibrating with a sixth sense. I watch her expression crumple when I step out from behind Caroline. She’s used to being collected first. Alone.

			“Why is she here?” Her accusation swims with hurt. Ivy didn’t know I was coming, which means that whatever Caroline has devised, she has done it alone.

			“If we’re going to find a way out of here, we need to work together,” Caroline tells her. “We can’t do that if she isn’t willing to help.”

			“She has a name,” I interject, but they ignore me, continuing the argument in a silent language all their own.

			Carolivy eventually reach some sort of agreement, though I’m not certain of the outcome until Caroline gestures toward the stairs. “Come on, both of you,” she says, ushering us out the attic door. “Stop trying to resist me.”

			The three of us are quiet as we creep down the stairs and through the kitchen. Dust bunnies cower under the refrigerator even as mice skitter from their hiding places below the sink to collect the crumbs beneath the table. We shrug on the coats hanging by the back door, step into our shoes, and make our way down to the sand.

			Caroline leads the way, toying with the ends of her hair. Ivy’s next, coat zipped all the way up to her chin. I bring up the rear, picking my way extra carefully down the slope. I can feel Carolivy’s frustration with my slothlike speed from twenty steps away. Occasionally, Ivy throws a steely glare at me over her shoulder.

			“Willa, sit here,” Caroline says once we’ve reached their castle. She pats the sand beside her and I step over the ashes of last night’s fire to squeeze between her and the driftwood siding. “Ivy, you go over there.” Ivy scowls as she pulls out a matchbook and sets to work starting a fire.

			“I’ve figured out how to make Willa believe,” Caroline announces solemnly. “I wasn’t sure, at first, if it was the right thing to do. But now that we’re here, together, I’m certain.”

			Ivy and I meet her declaration with a similar amount of skepticism. “Why?” I ask, whereas Ivy questions: “How?” Flames crackle and snap as the fire begins to grow.

			“Well,” Caroline says, “seeing is believing, right?”

			“For some people,” Ivy mutters, adding sticks to the fire. “Others have faith.”

			“Willa appears to be one of the former,” Caroline says before I can respond. “So what better way for her to believe in the cycle than to witness it firsthand?”

			“But if she walks into the water and resets, she won’t remember anything.” Ivy frowns, glaring at me as though I’m the one who came up with this plan.

			“Which is why she’s not the one who’s going to start over.” Caroline pulls her knees into her chest and grins.

			Eyes wide, Ivy turns to face her twin vine. “Caro, you can’t.” Her panic is palpable. “Don’t leave me here with her.”

			“I have a name,” I grumble, put off by Ivy’s territorial doggedness. But neither girl seems to hear me.

			“Oh, no.” Caroline hums, turning to face her friend. “You misunderstand. I’m not going to walk into the water.” She turns the full wattage of her smile onto the blond girl, a wolf toying with its prey. “I meant you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			A seagull shrieks above the churning surf, its powerful cry ricocheting through the night, overwhelming the rhythmic crashing of the waves. Ivy’s protests are quieter but no less intense.

			“You can’t be serious.” This is the first time I’ve ever heard Ivy sound truly angry.

			“Of course I can,” Caroline says dismissively. “Willa needs proof, so we’ll offer her proof.” She doesn’t seem to notice that there’s no sacrifice required of her in the plan she has presented. Only Ivy stands to lose.

			The other girl gapes at her. “But what about me? What about my memory?”

			“I don’t think you need to worry too much,” I chime in unhelpfully as the two enter into another tense yet silent conversation, “considering none of this is real.”

			“Do you see how badly she needs this, Ive?” Caroline reaches for Ivy’s hand. “You have to do it. If not for her, then for me. Please?” Her doe-eyed expression belies the intensity of her request, as though she’s asking to borrow a favorite dress, not to use her best friend as a sacrifice.

			They’re really committing to the bit. I wonder if they rehearsed.

			Ivy looks ill as she weighs her options: deny Caroline or deny herself. I wonder, for a moment, if she will veer from the script and say no. But in the end, Ivy’s loyalty outweighs any sense of conviction.

			“Fine,” she says tersely, staring daggers at me. “But you’d better fill me in the moment I get back. Tell me things only I would know until I think you’re a psychic, or maybe even God.”

			Caroline grins. “Blasphemous. I love it. Now go, before I change my mind.”

			Ivy hesitates. Caroline vacillates between dictator and friend with such ease that it leaves the subject of her attention with whiplash. Ivy’s expression is hopeful, as though if she stalls long enough, Caroline will call the whole thing off. But the longer she remains on the sand, the more impatient Caroline becomes. “Go,” she says again, waving at Ivy disdainfully.

			Ivy gets to her feet, shooting me a look filled with fury. “This better work.”

			“It will.” Caroline holds my gaze, her eyes a clear threat.

			“No promises,” I mumble.

			Even though this is just an elaborate prank, I’m surprised by the shift in their friendship. When first I arrived, I thought nothing could untangle Carolivy. Now, however, it’s clear that I am a threat to Ivy’s position as Caroline’s number two, a realization that fills me with a surprising sense of satisfaction.

			“Maybe I’ll get out of this loop,” Ivy says darkly, “now that I’m a sacrifice.”

			“So dramatic,” Caroline says, and clucks her tongue. “Don’t worry. You’ll come back.” But it doesn’t sound reassuring. It sounds like a death sentence.

			Ivy swallows resolutely. I watch with fascinated horror as she makes her way down the beach toward the water. Disgust burns the back of my throat. I can’t imagine being so susceptible to the whims of others.

			Ivy pauses on the tightrope where water meets land and glances over her shoulder. She’s looking at Caroline, but Caroline is watching me. Resigned, Ivy walks into the ocean, blond hair bright as starlight against the ravenous sea. The water laps at her hips, then her shoulders, then her neck. I hold my breath, waiting for her to falter, to turn and run, soaking wet, admitting this was all a joke. But she does not waver. She simply swims until her towhead is no bigger than a pinprick.

			Then I blink, and Ivy is gone.

			But no. That can’t be right. I get to my feet and run toward the water, straining to catch a glimpse of Ivy’s blond head coming up for air. I imagine her blowing bubbles underwater as she waits for Caroline to usher me back to Dorsey House, counting the seconds until it’s safe for her to return to the surface. She wouldn’t actually drown herself for the sake of a joke.

			But she never reappears.

			“I can’t believe she did it,” Caroline says, suddenly at my elbow, scanning the horizon. The waves remain undisturbed.

			I scoff. “You told her to.”

			“She didn’t have to listen.” Caroline shrugs, but we’re both aware of the powerful sway she holds over the other girl. Ivy was never going to say no.

			I stare at the sea for what feels like hours, far longer than any human being could hold their breath, so long that Caroline has to drag me away from the shore. She tosses sand on the fire and leads me back up the slope to Dorsey House.

			“I’ll figure out how you did it,” I tell her as she bids me good night. But with every passing moment, I’m less certain that this is a hoax.

			I leave my bedroom door cracked, desperate to stay awake in hopes of catching Ivy sneaking back in, leaving wet footprints on the carpet. But my insistence is not enough to sustain me, my body weak and gummy from climbing over the dunes, my brain exhausted from trying to make sense of it all. At some point, I drift off, awakening only once the yellow room has brightened with the weak light of morning.

			Sand is puddled about the room, the air unsettled, my bones uncertain. Something isn’t right; it’s as if everything has been moved half an inch to the left, nothing obviously disturbed, but off. The room is wrong.

			Stranger, my injuries have nearly healed. Fresh skin stretches across my palms, where yesterday it was red and raw. The bruises on my knees have skipped from black and blue to the grotesque shade of yellow that signifies days of healing.

			My body no longer aches. It does my bidding easily as I race up to the attic to confront Ivy, but her third-floor room is empty, the air up here equally odd. Her bed is made, with pristine corners like the ones Mom does from her time as a hotel maid. The room smells like rot. In the corner, her monstera plant is shriveled and yellowing.

			“Now do you believe me?” Caroline catches me by surprise, and I jump, tearing a dying leaf from its stalk. She’s changed out of her pajamas into a skirt, tights, and cardigan. Her hair bow is a glossy cream.

			“This doesn’t prove anything,” I say, even as I notice Ivy’s empty dresser drawers. “She’s probably downstairs making tea.” That, or she’s dead.

			Caroline groans, eyes flashing with annoyance. “Why are you being so stubborn? I sacrificed my bishop for you.” Even in a chess metaphor, Ivy isn’t her queen.

			“Is this all just a game to you?” I press, irritated that I’ve allowed her to get under my skin.

			She meets my gaze, brown irises burning bright. “Isn’t everything?”

			“If you were willing to give Ivy up that easily, she’s nothing more to you than a pawn.”

			“There she is,” Caroline says. She almost looks pleased.

			I blink at her blankly. “Who?”

			Caroline chuckles. “The version of you I liked.”

			Any further banter is interrupted by Margaret Dorsey entering the attic room. She doesn’t look entirely surprised to see us. “So,” she says, hands on her hips as she surveys Ivy’s room. “I suppose this means you know. Ivy has reset her cycle.”

			I gape at the ease with which she validates Carolivy’s delusional theory. “You’re in on this?”

			Margaret appraises me. “You seem upset, Willa.”

			“Of course I’m upset.” I don’t know how to put my incomprehension into words. “This is impossible.”

			“Nothing is impossible, if you are willing to believe,” Margaret says vaguely. Caroline stares at me pointedly from across the room. “Now, I have a few things to attend to before Ivy’s return. Does either of you know where she kept her notebook this time?”

			This time. She says it with such clinical detachment. As though it isn’t the most illogical, unbelievable thing in the world.

			“Behind the shelf,” Caroline and I answer together. Caroline quirks her lips into the ghost of a smile, seemingly amused by my snooping.

			Margaret coaxes the notebook from its hiding place, flips through its blank pages, frowns, and tucks it under her arm. “When Ivy arrives, I beg you, do not try to unduly influence her. Remember: Your journeys are your own.”

			Once she leaves, I sink to the floor. Unless I’m living in a play where Ivy, Caroline, and Margaret are actors unparalleled in their craft, I am forced to admit that something truly strange is happening here.

			Something incomprehensible. Because if this is true—if I have been here before—that means I have multiple pasts I don’t know how to access. That so much has happened to me—my body—that I cannot recall, makes my toes curl and my stomach queasy. I have the right to know everything I have been through. I should be able to remember. Yet try as I might, I come up empty.

			I look up at Caroline miserably. “Do you remember anything before this cycle?”

			She shakes her head. “I only know what you told me.”

			“Which I can’t remember, because that was a different version of me.” I hang my head in my hands. My brain feels like it’s short-circuiting. I wouldn’t be surprised if smoke started pouring out of my ears.

			Reality has bent. Time and space move differently at Dorsey House. Which means Mom didn’t send me here, didn’t sign me up for a stay as some sort of punishment for the fire. This isn’t a troubled teen center or halfway house. This is something supernatural.

			The world shimmers at the edges of my vision, little pinpricks of light as I struggle to breathe. I was too overwhelmed to see it before, distracted by smoke and the taste of the flames. I built a whole story in my head about Dorsey House and how I got here, my brain doing its best to force this situation to make sense. But it doesn’t. It can’t.

			Am I hallucinating? On drugs? Trapped in some sleep study gone wrong? Scrubbing my hands over my eyes, I urge myself to wake up, wake up. “Wake up!” Both Caroline and I are startled by the urgency in my voice.

			“That doesn’t work.” She sounds almost sheepish. “I’ve tried worse. Thought maybe if I caused myself enough pain, I’d jolt out of it. But,” she says, shaking her head, “I’m still here.”

			“Where?” I ask, trying not to shudder. “What is this place?”

			Caroline shrugs. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. What we were trying to figure out, before you gave up and abandoned me.” I’m surprised to hear a flicker of hurt in her voice.

			“We were?”

			“Don’t sound so shocked.” Caroline sniffs. “You wanted to find a way out of here just as badly as I did. That’s why I’ve been so pissed at you. It felt like we were getting close to an answer, and then you just…left.” She glowers at me. “This version of you is so far behind. You haven’t even…” She shakes her head sharply, expression flat. “Never mind.”

			I gape at her. “Haven’t what?”

			“At this rate, I might as well just start myself over too,” she says, completely ignoring my question. She rolls her eyes, flips her ponytail over her shoulder. It’s obviously not a real threat.

			But this place is. I can no longer deny it, no matter how much I wish I could slip back into the comfortable bliss of ignorance. There is something wrong with Dorsey House and its world of ghosts and memory-stealing cycles, its geriatric caretakers and sharp-eyed girls.

			“I think I need to lie down,” I tell Caroline, whose expression stiffens. I watch her reassess her vulnerability, retract it.

			“I guess I made a mistake, choosing you,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest. “Whatever. Ivy will be back soon. She’ll do whatever I tell her to.”

			“I just need to get my head right,” I lie. I have no intention of taking a nap. I just don’t want a sidekick for this part. If I truly am trapped, I need to prove it to myself—the only person I’ve ever been able to depend on.

			“That could take weeks,” Caroline says, but the words don’t hold her signature bite.

			“I want to get out of here just as much as you do,” I insist, meeting her gaze. Her brown eyes are pools of molten lava. “You can trust me.”

			“No, Willa.” Caroline shakes her head, the left corner of her mouth curling up into a smirk. “You’ve made it pretty clear that I can’t.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Caroline is right not to trust me. I seal myself in the yellow room just long enough to hear her bedroom door close; then I move silently down the stairs and head for the property line. I need to test the boundaries of this place again, without Carolivy’s eyes burning holes through the back of my head. Without their gleeful giggles and their certainty that I will fail.

			I march across the driveway, sneakers crunching on the gravel. My eyes are fixed to the ground to ensure I don’t trip. Although my hands have healed, I still remember the stinging pain, the heat of embarrassment, the lingering uncertainty. I won’t let that happen again. This time, there can be no doubt. I need a definitive answer. An irrefutable outcome.

			As I close the space between my body and the road, I don’t think, I just move. My steps are careful, my heart pounding in my ears, louder than the roar of the ocean. My foot crosses the line between gravel and asphalt. Nothing happens.

			They were wrong. I’m filled with a helium lightness, buoyed with hope. If I’m not really trapped here, then I can go back to believing this is all just a collective delusion. A sick joke.

			Lulled by my triumph, I take another step. I’m flung backward like a stone launched from a slingshot, rubber band pulled taut. It’s a struggle to stay upright, but I manage.

			No. I shake my head, shake out my arms. That didn’t really happen. There’s nothing in my way, no invisible barrier, just my own hesitation. I’m what’s holding me back.

			I try to step into the street again, taking it at a run. This time, I’m catapulted backward with far more momentum. I hit the ground hard, and tears of surprise pool in my eyes.

			I get to my feet, pound my fists against the air. Try again. Again. Again, until I’m panting and hot in the face, hair plastered to my sweaty forehead, tailbone screaming, hands shredded.

			“Let me go!” I shout, but my voice is swallowed by the squeal of a seagull.

			If I weren’t already sprawled out bleeding on the driveway, the wave of resignation that hits me would bowl me over.

			It’s true, then. All of it. I can’t escape.

			It’s a blessing, in a sense. I’ve spent so much time fighting the fact of this place. Trying to reason with its senselessness. But I’ve exhausted every avenue, extinguished my final glimmer of hope. Which means I can no longer pretend that one day I’ll get out on good behavior. I can’t continue to sit idly by and let strange things happen without my consent, not if I want to go home.

			And I do.

			I understand Caroline’s claws now, why she’s been trying to draw blood. She’s terrified. Desperate. I don’t blame her. I don’t want to live like this either. Won’t be a buoy at the mercy of the sea. If Dorsey House wants to keep us here so badly, if we’re well and truly trapped, there must be a reason, one I’ll have to uncover if I want to find my way out.

			As I pick myself up gingerly from the gravel, wiping blood onto my pants, I hear voices around the back of the house. Strange. The only sound that ever rings out in the Dorseys’ backyard is the thwap of Hal’s axe. Creeping carefully down the drive, I sneak around the house, pressed against the siding, strips of paint peeling off and clinging to my flannel.

			“—on her way back,” Margaret Dorsey is saying, hands on her hips as she speaks to her husband.

			“Already?” Hal glances at the sky. “Feels like we just did this with Willa.”

			“I don’t think it was Ivy’s choice,” Margaret says. “Based on my sense of the dynamics. But their journeys are their journeys. It’s not for us to interfere.”

			“Wish you’d get a new saying.” Hal adjusts his grip on the axe, its metal head resting gently on the ground. “Getting tired of that one.”

			Margaret narrows her eyes. “It’s proven the most effective of my axioms.”

			“Right.” Hal whistles, the silence between them awkward. “Anything else?”

			“The basement’s making those funny noises again,” Margaret says. “Can you go take a look?”

			“Not really what I meant,” Hal grumbles, but he lets his axe fall to the grass. “Right behind you.”

			He follows Margaret into the house, the backyard strange without his presence. I scan it slowly, my eyes snagging on the small, squat shed. Its windows are covered with newspaper the same sun-bleached yellow as the wilted leaves of Ivy’s monstera plant. Her room was so vibrant when I first arrived—a kaleidoscope of green. Now it’s arid and unwelcoming.

			Guilt slinks its way across my already tense shoulders. Caroline forced Ivy to sacrifice her memory for me. She shouldn’t lose her greenhouse, too. I’ll search the shed for potting soil and fertilizer she can use to coax her houseplants back to life. A gift to make sure the first day of her newest cycle feels more welcoming than mine did.

			The shed’s wooden doorframe has been warped by constant exposure to the salt air, the door itself too big for its bearings. I twist the handle, using my shoulder as a battering ram against the wood. The hinges groan; the wood buckles. I push harder, and with a sigh of resignation, the shed door finally swings inward. I stumble—this time toward my mark, not away from it—and blink wildly as my eyes adjust to the dim light.

			I just assumed the shed was filled with junk, that I’d find a workbench littered with Hal’s tools, walls lined with rusting shovels and saws, bags of potting soil and rolls of sod giving the air inside a humid glow. Maybe there’d be a section for Margaret’s things, jars of preserved vegetables or stocks of toilet paper, antique furniture that needs repairing, boxes of tchotchkes that don’t fit in the sitting room.

			I was wrong. This place was not made to store hammers or canned peaches. It’s filled, wall to wall, with books. Notebooks, to be specific, with cardboard covers like the one Margaret gave me on my first day. Like the one she just removed from Ivy’s room to prepare for her return.

			There must be thousands, in various states of disarray. Some spines look brand-new; others are cracked and stained. I turn in a circle, taking in my surroundings. The books are dizzying in their sheer number. I pluck one from the shelf at random, opening it to find small, cramped cursive. The handwriting is unfamiliar to me.

			
				I want to go home.

			

			A prickling begins at the base of my skull. These words weren’t written by me, or Caroline, or Ivy. Turning the page, I come to another entry.

			
				M says it’ll be easier if I give myself over to the process, but I don’t like the way she gets in my head. Asked Louise if her sessions made her feel claustrophobic, but she just rolled her eyes. She hasn’t spoken to me yet, but I’ll get her to crack.

			

			Beneath that, a swath of tally marks. Eight of them. Days passed? Times she’s tried to get this other girl to speak? It’s unclear.

			The door rattles on its hinges. I freeze, suddenly remembering where I am. If anyone finds me here, I’ll likely lose access to this wealth of information, information I desperately need if I’m going to find my way out of this place.

			I don’t have much time. Hal is well-versed in minor plumbing problems. He’ll be back soon. But I’m not ready to go yet. I swap the notebook I’m holding for the one shelved directly next to it. Its pages are covered in the same cramped cursive as the book before.

			
				Woke up to find Louise in my bed, shivering from the cold. In the dark, she told me all her secrets, things too bleak to consign to these pages, experiences too horrible for one girl to hold. I’m grateful she found refuge in me, that she chose me the day I arrived. I wish I could do more than listen. I wish I could share my secrets right back.

			

			The author chronicles a relationship with Louise so unlike the one before it, making no mention of the silent treatment she previously faced. Which must mean this is a different version of the girl. A new notebook for a new cycle.

			I check, just to be sure, excitement rising when I find that the next four notebooks all share the same handwriting. Every reset, every cycle this girl lived while at Dorsey House, was recorded and preserved in these notebooks. The way she felt during her sessions. The time she spent with the other girls. The heartbreak she felt when Louise walked into the water and didn’t return.

			I never considered that there might have been others. That we were not the first girls sent here. But this shed holds proof that this place has housed hundreds of girls, girls who were trapped here, as I am, in this strange liminal space.

			It is a jarring blow. My suffering is not new. My pain is not original.

			And yet, if every girl who has walked the halls of Dorsey House left behind transcripts of their journeys, perhaps I can study them and cobble together an understanding of what this place is. If I can get to know every version of every girl, I can locate the patterns. Unspool the secrets that bind us to Dorsey House. Reclaim the memories stolen by the sea.

			A jolt of hope, white-hot and thrilling, sends a shiver down my spine. If every version of every girl is recorded here in this shed, could that mean that I’m here too? I scan the shelves, my heart pounding in my throat. My journals must be here somewhere. Notebooks written by other Willas, recounting time at Dorsey House I can no longer remember.

			I have to find them. I have to find me.

			The crunch of tires on the driveway stops me dead in my tracks. The vehicle’s engine is quiet. Not Hal’s truck, then. A door slams. Then another. Ivy.

			I swear, hurriedly reshelving the notebooks. I have to get out of here. I slip from the shed, quietly shutting the door behind me. I tiptoe around the house and, from my hiding place, spot the Dorseys, Caroline, and Ivy on the front porch. A black sedan turns down the driveway, red taillights disappearing into the fog.

			Pressed against the wooden siding like a shadow, I exhale shakily, collecting myself. But even as my heart pounds an erratic rhythm, my soul sings. Once upon a time, there were other girls at Dorsey House. Girls subject to Margaret’s sessions. Girls trapped in endless cycles. Girls just like me.

			But those girls are now gone—left behind nothing but their words, carefully preserved on shelves in the shed. Which means this claustrophobic, throat-constricting terror is temporary.

			There’s a way out of Dorsey House. Those girls found it, and I will too.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			It takes almost a full minute for my heart rate to return to normal. Once it does, I run a hand through my windswept hair and head for Dorsey House’s back door. Just as my fingers close on the knob, I hear the heavy thud of Hal’s steel-toed boots trampling through the side yard where seconds ago I stood, shaking.

			Luck is on my side today in a myriad of ways.

			In the kitchen, Ivy and Caroline sit at the table while Margaret makes tea. Ivy’s hands are folded, and she studies her surroundings with the same scrutiny Caroline has fixed on her. When she notices me in the doorway, she startles.

			“Oh, hello.” She looks me up and down curiously.

			“Willa, good,” Margaret says, collecting another mug from the cupboard. “Come meet our new arrival.” She gestures for me to join the other girls at the table, placing the steeping teapot in the center before sitting beside Caroline. I take the chair next to Ivy.

			Margaret presses her palms together. “Girls, this is Ivy Matthews.”

			“Hi, Ivy,” I find myself chirping dutifully, despite how strange I find this entire situation. Although I understood in theory that Ivy would return without her memory, it’s unnerving to see it in practice. Though her eyes are the same shade of green I’ve come to know well, there is no recognition behind them. When Ivy looks at me, she sees a stranger.

			“Hey,” Caroline says flatly, gaze unwavering.

			“Ivy,” Margaret says, “this is Willa Childs”—she nods at me—“and Caroline Radcliffe.”

			“Hello.” Ivy sounds nervous. But then, so was I, the first time I sat at this table, faced with two unfriendly girls, a bowl of globby oatmeal, and no idea where I was. My expression must soften, because Ivy’s shoulders relax infinitesimally, and she shoots me a grateful smile.

			“So, Ivy,” Caroline says, leaning forward on her elbows, “what kind of delinquent behavior brings you to Dorsey House?” Ivy fidgets with the locket around her neck. “It’s okay,” Caroline continues, eyes fixed on her target. “We won’t judge you. Willa set her house on fire and we still like her fine.”

			Ivy stiffens, but I shake my head quickly. “It was an accident.” At least, I think it was.

			“Caroline,” Margaret says, a warning in her tone. “This conversation is inappropriate. Ivy’s journey is her journey.”

			Caroline rests her chin in her hands. “I’m just trying to get to know her, Mags.”

			“Perhaps let her settle in first.” It’s less of a suggestion and more of a command. “Why don’t you two start your chores while Ivy and I talk? Willa, the windows upstairs need washing. Caroline, you take the drapes.”

			“Fine.” Caroline holds her hands up in surrender. “We’ll get to know each other later.” Ivy’s smile is strained. Caroline makes it sound more like a threat than a kindness.

			Looping her arm through mine, I drag Caroline away from the kitchen, down the hall, and up the stairs to her bedroom. Although Caroline flops down on the edge of her bed, there’s too much adrenaline coursing through my veins to join her. I start to pace.

			“I have to tell you something.”

			Caroline fixes me with a sharp stare. “So, tell.”

			Before I do, I open the door to her room and peer out into the hallway. The second floor is silent, Margaret and Ivy still in the kitchen and Hal back at his perch outside. I shut the door, tugging the quilt out from under Caroline and shoving it against the gap beneath the door for good measure.

			“Okay, what is happening right now?” Caroline asks, looking nervous.

			“Have you ever been in Hal’s shed?” I ask, voice low.

			Caroline wrinkles her nose. “That’s not, like, a euphemism, is it?”

			I look at her incredulously. “What? Ew, no. I mean the literal structure outside.”

			“No, why?” She shakes her head slowly, bewilderment palpable. It’s comforting, to see her squirm with uncertainty for once. I’m tired of being the only one constantly grappling with this strange new reality. “Have you?”

			I nod, excitement mounting. “Just now.”

			Caroline tries to meet me where I am. “Did you…need a screwdriver or something?”

			“Caroline.” I take her by the shoulders. “It’s full of notebooks. Every cycle of every girl who has ever passed through Dorsey House recorded and stored on the shelves.”

			Her eyes blaze, her face made so beautiful by hope that it almost hurts to look at her. “Bullshit.”

			“I swear.” I hold out my pinkie finger. “I wouldn’t lie to you about this.”

			“But you’d lie about other things.” She smirks, swatting my hand away. “How many are there? Notebooks, I mean.”

			I shrug. “Thousands. I found five that belonged to the same girl. I don’t even know how we’ll get through them all, but it’s all there—every feeling, every fight, every cycle, every walk into the water.”

			“And none of those girls are still here,” Caroline says, understanding crossing her face like a sunbeam. “Which means they got out.”

			“The answers we need are in the shed,” I tell her, nodding. “We found all the puzzle pieces. Now we just have to put them together.”

			To my surprise, Caroline springs forward, planting a kiss on my cheek. “Willa, you brilliant bitch. Let’s go.”

			I falter. Although the Dorseys have never explicitly instructed us not to poke around their property, the weight of the unspoken rule presses firmly against my windpipe. I’m obedient by nature—Mom always seemed to love me best when I followed orders, when I folded myself up into a tiny square of paper, a girl who was quiet and valuable and good. It was only when I deviated from that pattern that I’d find myself on the receiving end of her ire.

			“We can’t go now.” I shake my head. “Hal and Margaret can’t know we know.”

			I don’t want to see that same fury on Margaret Dorsey’s face when she learns of my trespassing. She must be keeping those notebooks for a reason. One I need to uncover before she or her husband discover what I’ve done.

			Caroline’s expression twists sourly. “But I really want to see.”

			“Twice in one day is too risky.” As though to orchestrate my point, the faint thwap of Hal’s axe echoes from outside. Rain or shine, Hal is always adding wood to the pile beside his garden shed—a nonsensical task given the limited amount of wood we actually burn. An excuse, I realize now, to stand outside and keep an eye on the shed.

			“He really is always out there,” Caroline says, tapping a finger to her painted lips. “We’re going to have to get creative. Find ways to get rid of him so we can get in and out.”

			She falls back onto her bed, staring at the ceiling, the wheels of her mind already spinning. I lean against the door, twirling a lock of hair around my finger until the tip turns purple.

			“What about Ivy?” I finally ask.

			“What about her?”

			“What do we tell her, I mean.”

			“Oh.” Caroline fusses with a button on her sweater, eyes still fixed on the ceiling. “Nothing, yet.”

			“Before Ivy walked into the water, you said you’d fill her in on everything. Let her know what’s happening here,” I remind her. “She said she’d think you were either God or psychic, remember?”

			“Oh, right.” She laughs humorlessly. “Yeah, I’m not going to do that.”

			I gape at her, my nose tingling with the ethanol undertones of her orchid perfume. “But you promised.”

			“Look,” Caroline says, sitting up and meeting my eyes. “We’re finally onto something, something real. I don’t have time to break her brain and then babysit her while she grapples with reality. It’s been exhausting enough waiting for you to come back around.”

			“Gee, thanks,” I say drily.

			“We’ll tell her when she’s ready. When we’re ready. Give her time to adjust.” She waves a hand idly, though her tone is urgent. “There are a lot of moving pieces. Don’t be nice, Willa. Be sharp. Keep your eyes on the prize. It’s you and me, now, okay?”

			The words hang between us, crackling in the air.

			And even though I know she doesn’t mean it—that in the end, I’m as disposable as Ivy—I can’t deny that it’s exhilarating, hearing Caroline Radcliffe say that she needs me as much as I want her to.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			I dream of trees—tall, spindly stalks enshrouded in moss. They fill the foreground like prison bars, holding me back while the ocean laps hungrily in the distance. Behind me is the road, asphalt glistening from fresh rain. Dorsey House is nowhere to be found.

			A flash of white skin in the moonlight. Footsteps tramp through the underbrush. On the other side of the trees: A glimpse of dark hair. A soft, warm laugh echoes through the night. The voice strikes a familiar chord. And yet, when I try to place it, I come up empty.

			Come find me, Willa.

			A bloated, salt-cured hand extends through a break in the bark. I reach for it, but my fingers close around empty air. The girl runs away from me and toward the sea. I call for her to stop, but she doesn’t turn. I try to squeeze my body through the trees, but each time I find a gap wide enough, more trees appear, thundering up from the ground, holding me back. I can’t force my way through no matter how hard I try.

			I turn toward the road, hoping to flag down a passerby, maybe someone with a toolbox or, better yet, a saw. But no headlights sweep across the street from either side. I’m all alone.

			Catch me, Willa.

			I tear at the moss, stripping the bark from the trees, trying to topple them with sheer willpower, screaming myself hoarse as I beg the girl to stay away from the water.

			Remember me, Willa.

			A splash. A scream. The earth quakes beneath my feet.

			Caroline is standing over me, shaking me awake. I sit up, scrubbing my hands across my face to rub the sleep from my eyes and my dream-addled brain. “How are you still in bed?”

			Judging by the position of the sun, it’s early, far earlier than I usually wake up. “You interrupted my dream,” I grumble, sitting up. If I’d been able to make it down to the beach, I might have finally managed to see the drowned girl’s face.

			“Anything good?” Caroline cuffs the sleeve of her maroon sweater. I’m hopelessly disheveled in my oversized sleep shirt, the collar soaked with sweat. Running a hand through my tangled hair, I hesitate. I told Caroline about the journals in the shed. She doesn’t need to know about my ghost, too.

			“Not really,” I answer. “For some reason, I keep dreaming about being consumed.”

			Caroline wrinkles her nose. “What do you mean?”

			I lean into my misdirection. “Being picked apart piece by piece. Losing my toenails. Things like that. Once I even dreamed that you and Ivy scooped out my eyes with a spoon.”

			Caroline guffaws. It’s the only way to describe the noise she makes. Half bellow, half wheeze.

			Narrowing my eyes at her, I rummage on the floor for a sweatshirt. “You sound far too entertained by that concept.” My words come out muffled from behind the thick fabric. “Now,” I say, pulling the sweatshirt over my head but keeping its hood splayed over my unruly waves. “Want to tell me why you woke me up?”

			“Oh, right.” Caroline still looks tickled by the actions of her dream self. “I know how to get rid of Hal. I convinced him to take Ivy into town.” She flops proudly onto the end of my mattress. “Genius, right? Ivy gets a taste of local color, and we’re free to snoop. Plus, we were running low on beans.”

			“Oh, well,” I say, rolling my wrists with a crack, “we can’t have that.”

			“As soon as they go, we can start looking.” Caroline claps her hands together. “It’s okay, you can say it. I’m a genius.”

			“You’re a genius, Caroline,” I admit, impressed.

			“We’re going to get out of here,” Caroline says, grabbing my hand and squeezing my fingers gently. “Willa, I can feel it.”

			I squeeze back, even though the impulse is uncomfortable, like a too-tight shirt. I’ve never been much for physical touch, something Miri and Leo used to tease me for. Group hug except for Willa, they’d joke whenever we greeted each other. It was only Kendall who ever took it literally.

			“Yeah.” I grin. It’s hard not to bloom beneath the glow of Caroline’s attention. I am a flower unfurling my petals to her sun. “We are.”

			Caroline pops up and flounces to the door. “Get dressed,” she instructs. “It’s almost go time.”

			I move quickly, not bothering to make the bed, ripping a brush through my tangled hair. I’ve just finished dressing when Margaret arrives at my door.

			“Good morning, Willa.” The old woman enters without invitation, settling herself on the desk chair and turning to face me. “I hope you’re ready to work.” She flips open her notebook to a clean page, watching me expectantly.

			Outside, Hal’s truck roars to life. I glance desperately around the room. If I get stuck up here with Margaret, Caroline will have free rein with the notebooks, a chance to explore without me. I don’t trust her out there alone.

			“Oh, um, I don’t think I need a session today,” I say lightly, nervously running a hand through my hair.

			“You’ve been making good progress, dear,” Margaret says kindly. “But consistency is key.”

			“No, really,” I say, trying to inch past her, “I think I’m—”

			“Sit,” Margaret snaps, surprising us both with her ferocity. “Willa, the work is not optional.”

			I chuckle drily. “None of this is optional. I didn’t ask to come here.” Wherever here is. Whatever here is.

			Margaret’s expression betrays nothing. “You are here,” she says evenly, “because you have to be.”

			“What, like there’s no way out?” I ask, frustration mounting. “We’re prisoners here?”

			Margaret frowns. “Of course there’s a way out. That’s what the work is for.”

			I raise an eyebrow skeptically. “These memories matter?”

			“Everything matters, Willa.” Margaret’s voice is eerily calm. “Especially that which you do not yet know.”

			“Great,” I say, rolling my eyes. “More vague aphorisms.”

			“You do not want me as your enemy, Willa,” Margaret says. “Only I can help you with your healing. Do you wish to continue with your journey, or to stay stagnant and stale?” She fixes her gaze on me, its intensity dialed up to ten. It feels as though her eyes could tear right through me. Her threat is twofold: I need her and she knows it. Now I know it too. She can take away her assistance at any time. Let me linger here, a stalactite on the ceiling. Finding the answers won’t be enough to escape if I haven’t finished the work.

			I grit my teeth, anger burning low in my chest. But every minute I stall here with Margaret is another minute Caroline has in the shed alone. I need to get this over with, and quick. “Let’s do this, then.”

			“Very good,” Margaret says, mouth splitting into a smile. “Now, we’ve covered your friends, Peter, and your mother. I think it might be time to talk about your brother.”

			I blink at her blankly. “Oh,” I realize suddenly. “You mean the baby.”

			“Yes…” Margaret holds on to the word bemusedly. “The baby.”

			“Do we have to?” I’ve spent most of the baby’s short life trying not to think about it. I don’t really see why I should change that now.

			“Your reticence implies that we do,” Margaret says firmly. She holds out her hands before her. “Just your fingertips on mine.” Her hands are sunspotted, her fingers wrinkled the way mine prune after a long bath. I barely brush her skin, but still, my eyelids turn heavy, falling closed like curtains.

			The whistling of the wind quiets, the gray morning light starts to brighten, and all at once I am back in the town house. My room stinks of body spray, fruity and artificial. My bed is littered with junk—T-shirts, hair clips, textbooks, charging cords, headphones, nail polish. There’s a small mountain of potato chip bags and granola bar wrappers. Dinner, these days, since Mom is too busy with the baby to even buy frozen pizza.

			“What do you see, Willa?” Margaret’s voice comes from nowhere and everywhere all at once.

			But it isn’t about what I see. It’s about what I hear. The baby is wailing, a sound so grating that I’d rather saw off my ears than be forced to bear witness for one more minute. My body is tense, an uncomfortable rigidness I’ve forgotten I carried with me everywhere, the shrieking so endless that I’ve damn near lost my mind. The walls of the town house are thin, porous enough to send the sound sailing through every square inch. Although the baby’s room is across the hall, his crib might as well be right next to my bed.

			I glance at the clock. It’s seven p.m. I have history homework, and physics, too. I need to focus on the reading, but the eardrum-rupturing wails show no sign of stopping. I have no friends’ houses to study at anymore, no car to drive to the library. I’m a prisoner in my own home, facing the consequences of my mother’s actions. Her decision to continue procreating has introduced a permanent irritant into my life.

			An animatronic melody wafts through the second floor, some atonal version of “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” piped through a cheap plastic toy speaker, probably with an accompanying light show. The baby has so much stuff—all these toys and onesies with bears on the butt. Handmade blankets and plush fire trucks.

			Mom got all my baby clothes secondhand, scoured buy-nothing groups for toys that smelled like someone else’s house. That’s the difference, I suppose, that comes with time and money. My mom is now a socially acceptable age to be a parent; the fifteen-year gap between me and the baby transformed her into a settled, capable mother, rather than a criminally young one.

			The baby is the second chance she craved. Now that she has it, there is no room for me. It’s evident even in our home decor. The framed pictures I usually ignore heckle me as I march down the hallway to beg Mom to shut the baby up. If he keeps crying like this, I’m going to fail junior year. But when I push open the door to his room and see the baby wailing in Mom’s arms, her expression harried, her hair oily and sweatshirt stained, I realize it’s not about the baby. It’s about me.

			“Why aren’t there any photos of me in this house?”

			Mom’s expression goes slack. “Willa, I’m busy.”

			“You’re always busy.” The baby is two months old. When it arrived, Mom and Peter left for the hospital in the middle of the night and did not wake me. I finally got a message from Mom at three p.m., a blurry photo of a boiled chicken wrapped in a cotton blanket. My new baby brother.

			Now he’s everywhere. His screaming, his regurgitated food, his gas, his toys. He covers the walls, the side tables, the refrigerator. My face, on the other hand, is nowhere to be found.

			Not a recent school photo, not a childhood snap where my mouth is smeared with red Popsicle, no images of me as a baby digging in the sand at the beach. There is not one piece of evidence that I even exist.

			“Willa, I’m tired.” Mom’s expression is grim. “Can we do this another time?”

			“No.” My voice is loud enough to set the baby off again. His screaming reaches a new register. “You’re trying to erase me.”

			“I think you’ve done a pretty good job of that yourself,” Mom shouts back. “God, Willa, I don’t know what you want from me.”

			“I want you to care!” I yell, vision swimming. The baby howls, his gummy mouth twisted in frustration.

			“You think I don’t care?” Mom shouts back, all pretense abandoned. “You really think I’m such a terrible mother?”

			“What the hell is going on?” Peter barges in, shocking all of us, including the baby, into silence. “Willa, go to your room.”

			“Don’t tell me what to do. You’re not my father.”

			“I’m well aware.” Peter’s sarcasm is thick as mud. “But you will be kind to your mother. She’s got her hands full without you making her life even more difficult.”

			“Screw you,” I tell Peter, stalking past him and slamming my bedroom door. The baby lets out another strangled cry.

			“Very good, Willa,” Margaret says omnisciently. “Feel the memory. Exist in it.”

			I will Margaret to be quiet as I try to cut through the screaming and place a far less familiar sound: the plink-plink-plink of dripping water in the town house. I tread lightly across the floorboards and promptly step in a puddle forming outside my room’s tiny closet.

			At least this time, I’m wearing shoes.

			With steely resolve, I shove the sliding door aside and find myself face to face with the drowned girl. Her marble skin is murky, her features still blurred, like I’m looking at her underwater, although for the first time, I can almost identify the shape of a mouth. Kelp is tangled in her dark hair and twisted around her forearms like rope.

			“Willa,” she croaks, her almost-mouth moving, her voice hoarse from the salt that has scraped the sensitive lining of her throat. Her voice is deep and resonant, like it was in my dream.

			I scramble backward onto the bed, pressing myself as far against the wall as I can manage. My tongue is thick and heavy. I can’t make my own mouth move.

			The figure hiccups, then spits out a mouthful of seawater. When she tries to speak again, nothing happens. The water has taken her words with it. Although I can’t see her eyes, I know that she’s staring at me. But I don’t understand.

			“What do you want?” I cry, making myself as small as possible. Cold sweat pools beneath my shirt.

			The ghost steps from the confines of the closet. She carries herself like the ocean, powerful yet unpredictable. A stalk of seaweed slips from her sleeve onto my comforter as she begins to rummage through my junk. The scent of rotting fish overpowers the cheap body spray, sharp and bright and pungent. I try not to gag as her hand closes around a water bottle. Sand is caked beneath her fingernails. The plastic crackles as she squeezes it in her fist.

			“You can take anything,” I tell her, skin crawling, “just, please, don’t hurt me.”

			She cocks her head curiously. Uncomprehendingly. “You’re remembering wrong.” The words scrape her throat as she speaks. Her warning is like fingernails scratching against my scalp, sending shivers rippling across my skin.

			“Remembering what wrong?” I ask, trembling.

			The figure faces me directly, and for a moment, I can almost make out the color of her eyes. Then my vision ripples and she is featureless once again, her eye sockets empty.

			“Wait. Come back.” I’m desperate to see her, to recapture the glimmer of recognition in my chest that has my heart beating double time. I know that shade of blue, even if I can’t place it. It was as fleeting as a message scrawled in shower steam, as permanent as wet footprints. In my memory, the baby screams, and then I’m awake, back in the yellow bedroom, heart in my throat, sweat slicked on my brow.

			“You know,” Margaret says, once my breathing has returned to normal, “you only ever refer to him as ‘the baby.’ What is your brother’s name?”

			My tongue clicks against the back of my teeth, as though to hit a hard consonant. My mouth bends. Stops. Widens. I stutter. Stammer. Frown. The baby’s name is Miles. So why, when Margaret asked, did I almost answer with a different one?

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Unease lingers like a cloud of smoke even after Margaret has gone. You’re remembering wrong, the drowned girl had said, eyes flashing a familiar blue. Then a name on the tip of my tongue, just out of reach.

			What am I missing?

			Margaret made it sound like our sessions are connected to my chance at escaping this dreary gray place. But focusing on the past doesn’t feel worthwhile, not when every minute I spend sitting, stupefied, on my bed, Caroline is out in the shed, uncovering answers to questions I probably haven’t even thought of yet.

			There’s no telling how much time I’ve wasted sorting through memories. I need to get to work.

			But first, a performance—enough noise to make Margaret believe I’ve started on my chores. Today’s task: scrubbing the kitchen floor. Once down the stairs and past the parlor, where Margaret sits with her knitting, I make a show of setting up, clanging the tin bucket against the doorframe, slamming the cabinet beneath the sink, running the water long enough that the pipes groan. Good. She’ll hear that even from the front of the house. Will give me a wide berth so as not to walk through my half-finished work. Margaret Dorsey is thoughtful that way.

			Stage set, I abandon the empty pail and sneak silently out the back door and into the gloomy afternoon. I knock once on the shed’s door, then jiggle the handle. It gives more easily this time, hinges quiet as it swings open to reveal a wide-eyed Caroline, one hand to her heart, the other holding a notebook.

			“Jesus, Willa, you scared me.” She exhales sharply, glancing around. “Come in and close the door.”

			I do, crossing the shed to stand at the shelf opposite her. “I thought you’d know it was me. The knock?”

			Caroline rolls her eyes. “I didn’t realize we had a secret code.”

			“Sorry that took so long.” I grimace. “Margaret wanted a session. Wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

			“Oh, I know,” Caroline says, chuckling softly. “Who do you think suggested it?” When I gape at her, she merely shrugs. “I wanted to buy myself more time. And good thing I did, because this place is unreal. I thought you were exaggerating, but there must have been like, two hundred girls here before us.”

			I scan the shelves, awed and unsettled by the sheer magnitude of the past. Each notebook spine is like a strand of silk, an essential piece of Dorsey House’s intricate spiderweb. It makes me feel small—one tiny cog in a monumental machine—but powerful, too. I was chosen for this, whatever this is. Once I find my way out, I too will be a part of its history.

			“Find anything useful?” I ask, pulling a notebook out at random. I’m met with handwriting that slants to the left, r’s that look like n’s, g’s that look like s’s.

			“Yeah,” Caroline says, leaning back against her shelf. “That Margaret’s filing system is complete chaos. I thought our notebooks might be shelved near the end, but”—she waves vaguely at the corner opposite me—“there’s no clear start or finish. Just an infinite trail.”

			I glance despondently at the endless cardboard covers, a barricade of journals. An ouroboros, devouring its own tail. “It’s going to take ages to read all these.”

			Caroline laughs. “We don’t have to read all of them,” she says dismissively. “We just have to skim until we find something useful. Trust me, not everything written in here is valuable. Look.” She hands me the book in her hand.

			Missing Jess today, someone wrote in cramped letters. Remembered the tree where we carved our initials, the way we kissed under the stars. I’d forgotten how it felt to be looked at with adoration. To be loved.

			“I mean,” Caroline says, wrinkling her nose, “this doesn’t help anyone. It’s so embarrassing. Who would write that down?”

			I think it’s nice, but I don’t say so. “I guess you’re right,” I tell her, handing back the heartsick girl’s journal. “We’ll just have to be careful we don’t miss anything.”

			“Please.” Caroline’s eyes flash. “I’m always careful.”

			We work our way through the notebooks, each attending to our own shelf, the only noise the snick of flipping pages and the whoosh of swapping out one journal for the next. The quiet is comfortable, easy, even. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was in the library with Miri, studying for finals, breaking the silence only to exchange relevant facts. But instead of listing the causes of the Great Depression or the laws of thermodynamics, Caroline and I share the most intimate thoughts of total strangers.

			“Wow,” Caroline says, unable to stifle her laughter, “this girl hates everything. Hates the kids at school, hates her parents, hates the Dorseys. She’s so special and misunderstood.” She rolls her eyes so dramatically I see only white.

			“You never feel misunderstood?” I ask Caroline, genuinely curious. If someone asked me to describe myself, I’d likely choose that word first.

			“I understand myself perfectly,” she says, sniffing. “It’s everyone else’s loss if they can’t see me the way I do.”

			I’m not sure that answers my question, but it’s an interesting perspective. Caroline’s certainty in herself is alluring. I wonder what would happen if I held myself as she does. Would it change the way the world sees me?

			By the sixth notebook, I’m growing impatient. “This girl just writes about the things that happen to her. Pages and pages of the same: ‘Swept the floors. Margaret made chili. Sarah Beth put a sand crab in my bed. I dreamed of the water.’ ” I shut the notebook and shove it haphazardly back on the shelf. “This is useless.”

			“It’s not.” Caroline cocks her head. “That sounds like what we do. We clean, we eat, we fight with each other. Our days are like theirs. Maybe this is proof that we’re doing something right.”

			“It’s all so predictable, though,” I argue. “Are we really so boring that we’re just the same as all the girls who came before us?”

			Caroline fixes me with a curious look. “Well, there’s got to be a reason we’re here. Maybe it’s because we’re alike.”

			“What, like we’re all so terrible that the universe is trying to teach us a lesson?” I mean it as a joke, but Caroline seems to take my question seriously.

			“I don’t think you’re terrible, Willa.” It sounds like she truly means it. “Do you?”

			“I…” I do. Of course I do. It’s an easy way to brush away the things that I feel. Write myself off as wrong without examining the why behind it because I don’t feel like I’m worth that kind of effort. But I don’t want to tell Caroline that. Don’t want her to look at me with pity. Nothing would be worse than to see my own insecurities reflected in her wide brown eyes.

			Desperate to offset her attention, I pull another notebook from the shelf and flip it open. I’m met not with words but with pictures. “Oh, look, this girl’s an artist,” I say, showing Caroline a page of nothing but eyes, arched eyebrows and squinting expressions.

			“Great,” Caroline says flatly. “Maybe she drew a map out of here.”

			I turn the page to find a spread of houseplants, succulents and ferns, leaves and terra-cotta pots. There’s a nagging familiarity in the curve of these lines, but it isn’t until I turn the page again that I realize why. A portrait of a girl with a blunt bob and a gap-toothed smile.

			“Oh my God, it’s Ivy.”

			Caroline drops the notebook she’s holding and crosses the shed in two strides. “Let me see.” She doesn’t wait for me to release my grip, just wrenches Ivy’s notebook out of my hands. She stares down at the familiar face, then back at me. “Where did you find this?”

			I direct her to the space in the shelf where I pulled it from. Caroline starts tearing out the surrounding books, but while she finds two more journals that prove to be Ivy’s, her books and mine are nowhere to be found.

			As she sulks, I continue to flip through the pages of Ivy’s notebook, watching her sketches grow more confident, the lines more sharply drawn, the shading nuanced and aware of light. I find a flattering portrait of Caroline, and a rendering of what is unmistakably my nose. Then I turn a page and find myself staring at the figure from my memories: a girl with no face and long, stringy hair. She’s dressed in a nightgown, her arms wrapped in slimy kelp. At the bottom of the page, Ivy has written three words: Willa’s Drowned Lady. Though the drawing was done with only black pen, Ivy managed to impart all the resolute, grim details of the apparition. The strands of soaking hair, her bare feet and arms lined with veins, her face foggy and unfeatured. She is just as terrifying on a piece of wide-ruled paper as she is in my head.

			Willa’s Drowned Lady. An apt descriptor. The perfect name for a haunting creature, a ghost so pervasive I felt compelled to tell Ivy about her. I wonder if Caroline knew too. It seems I trusted them, once. It seems this version of me isn’t the first one the Drowned Lady has haunted.

			When Caroline isn’t looking, I tear out the page, crease it twice, and tuck it into the front pocket of my sweatshirt.

			“Ivy only has three journals,” Caroline says. “That makes this, what, her fourth reset? How many cycles do you think you and I have been through?”

			I blink at her. “I have no idea.”

			“I think you’ve been here longer than me,” Caroline says, with such conviction I wonder if it could be true. “It’s just a hunch—”

			She freezes, and then I hear it. The crunch of gravel outside. “Shit. The truck.”

			I’ve been lulled into a sense of safety, cradled by the intimacy of this space inside the shed. But if we’re found out, we won’t get a chance to come back and finish what we’ve started. “We have to go, now.”

			Caroline grabs Ivy’s notebook from my hand and adds it to the pile she shoves back on the shelf. “Come on.”

			But when she leaves the shed, instead of heading for the main house, she pulls me toward the beach. “We can pretend we were down by the water. Better to get in trouble for that than for snooping.”

			My whole body is buzzing as we race halfway down the slope until we’re out of sight.

			“We need a better system,” Caroline says. “We have to split up—one person can run interference with Margaret and Hal so the other isn’t missed. That’ll keep us focused and on task. Otherwise, we’re going to get caught.”

			She’s right, I know, but the idea of Caroline alone in the shed, able to uncover answers or, God forbid, my journals without me leaves me uneasy.

			As I struggle to find a valid reason to object, the sketch of the Drowned Lady crinkles in my pocket. “I think we should bring in Ivy,” I say. “We don’t have to tell her everything, but if there are three of us, we can rotate often enough that it won’t seem suspicious. Plus, we can cover more ground.”

			Caroline purses her lips, considering. “Fine. But let’s keep it low-level for now. And don’t tell her we found her journals until we locate ours. We deserve to be on equal footing.” When I nod she grabs me by the wrist and leads me back up the slope to where Hal and Ivy are disembarking from the truck.

			Hal squints at us suspiciously. “What are you girls up to?”

			“Just needed some fresh air.” Caroline shrugs. “A little salt to keep us in good spirits.”

			Hal seems to accept her explanation. “You girls help Ivy with the groceries. Show her where it all goes. I don’t want to grab beans when I’m looking for peaches, you hear?”

			“You got it,” Caroline says, giving Hal a mock salute. Then she turns to Ivy, who clutches a paper bag tightly. “Come on, new girl,” she says, grinning. “You heard the man. We’ve got a lot to teach you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			We paint Ivy a blurry picture, enough to give her a general—albeit incorrect—understanding of our goal. Margaret is a historian, we tell her, and she keeps her archive in the shed. We’re working on a project to reorganize her collection. But we want to keep it a secret, reveal our efforts to her as a surprise after we’re done.

			“We just need someone to help us keep watch,” Caroline says coolly. “Someone to check in with Margaret and distract Hal so we can slip in and out without them noticing.”

			“I can do more than keep watch,” Ivy insists, eager as always to please.

			“I suppose she could catalogue,” I muse. Margaret will notice if there are long periods of time when only Ivy is around. If Ivy’s in the shed, she might as well make herself useful. “Keep a tally of how many books per author. See if there’s a pattern?” When Caroline nods, I turn to Ivy. “You don’t have to read them. Just compare the handwriting.”

			Ivy is so desperate to be a part of something that she accepts our half-baked orders immediately. I’m grateful. I feel like I’m being pulled in a thousand directions, my brain never fully quieting. Every new question that arises adds to the already significant weight on my shoulders.

			How can Ivy look at me so blankly when I possess a sketch she drew of my Drowned Lady? Why can’t she remember our past? Why can’t I?

			I have to figure out what this place wants with us. With me.

			Thus begins a new kind of cycle. We circle through our stations—house, shed, house, shed—over and over again for days on end. Margaret hosts Ivy’s first session, and I complain to Hal about the leaky shower so that Caroline and I can sneak into the shed, slipping back out when Ivy signals from the kitchen window that it’s time for tea. When I finish my chores, I tell Hal that Caroline needs his help with the vacuum. I manage to work my way through several notebooks while Ivy keeps watch, peering through the torn newspaper plastered over the windows.

			Distract, sneak, read, eat, sleep, repeat.

			We craft so many stories—“Caroline’s in the shower,” “Willa went for a walk,” “Ivy’s meditating in the attic”—and make so many maintenance requests—“My bed frame squeaks,” “Caroline’s room has a loose floorboard,” “The lights in the attic are flickering”—that any day now, the Dorseys are sure to realize what we’re up to.

			But we’re making headway, even if Caroline and I do have to find inventive ways to dissuade Ivy from reading the journals.

			“What is all this?” Ivy asks her first time inside the shed, pulling a book out at random and flipping through the pages.

			“Oh my God, it’s so boring,” I tell her conspiratorially. “Dorsey House used to be a girls’ school. So many of these are creative writing exercises. Lots of water metaphors.” I roll my eyes, hoping she can’t tell that I’m lying through my teeth.

			Ivy wrinkles her nose. “I’ve never been much of a reader.”

			“Perfect,” I practically shout. “Just flip through and compare the handwriting so we know how many notebooks belonged to each girl. That will be a huge help.”

			Ivy arches an eyebrow skeptically but doesn’t argue. Her obedience is bewildering, but then, she and I are different. I lead with suspicion, whereas Ivy is so eager to please she barely listens to the end of a sentence before saying “yes.”

			My first few shifts beget nothing of much use. Despite Caroline’s insistence that we not read every word, I can’t make myself skip anything. I need to witness it all. Every feeling, every smudge of ink from the splatter of a tear. But that kind of investment takes time. More time than we ever seem to have while crouching inside the shed. I’m not a fast reader; I prefer to take my time and let images spring to life, even if I do tend to get distracted, my visuals straying from the words on the page.

			Still, it soothes me to see the humanity of the girls who came before me. I spend several days with the journals of a girl named Tessa, inhaling all her secrets and little hurts. The time she said something stupid in front of her crush, the way she overanalyzes every interaction with the other girls, Nadia and June. The way she longs for the warmth of the sun, how she wishes its rays would dissipate the endless gloom and gray of this place. The way she wonders why she was sent here—was it something she said? Does her mom know she cheated on that calculus test? Or was it because of the party in the woods?

			Tessa arrived at Dorsey House just as I did, with no explanation, abandoned here to repent for mistakes she isn’t even sure she made. There are eight notebooks filled with her wide, bubbly handwriting. Just like the other notebooks I’ve encountered in the shed, each of Tessa’s journals has a small number scratched onto its back cover. A number I can only assume was added by Margaret to keep track of how many cycles each Dorsey House girl has undergone.

			On the third day of our investigation, while Caroline is in a session with Margaret and Hal is replacing the toilet chain that Ivy hid, I move on to Tessa’s sixth notebook. Instead of her collected musings or the bulleted lists of things she misses, she writes about her dreams.

			
				I’m in Hal’s truck, heading down the winding road from Dorsey House to town, but when I look to my left, no one is driving. The steering wheel moves on its own. The engine sputters, coming to a stop in the middle of the street. Through the windshield, I see a girl. At first, I think it’s Nadia, dressed all in white. But then she takes a step forward, and I realize that she’s dripping wet. She has no face.

			

			My heart is in my throat.

			This ghost haunts Tessa in her dreams, even appears in her memories during sessions with Margaret. Once, she sees her standing in the corner of her attic bedroom.

			I glance over at Ivy, who is sitting cross-legged against the shed door. She flips breezily through a stack of notebooks, comparing handwriting, making tally marks on a piece of paper to her left. Nothing to suggest she’s noticed anything odd within the pages of these journals. Nothing to intimate that she remembers the time she drew a picture of this exact same ghost.

			Because Tessa is describing the Drowned Lady. The markers are unmistakable. Which means I’m not the first girl the Drowned Lady has haunted.

			Shivering, I return Tessa’s notebooks to their spot on the shelf, then pull another girl’s collection. Instead of starting at the beginning of her journey, I skip to the end. In her seventh notebook, this girl, Linh, writes of being haunted by a dripping-wet ghost.

			My memory faded, the girl writes, but instead of returning to the library, I found myself in the ocean, her blue fingers wrapped around my ankle, pulling me down into the water. I would have drowned, had Margaret not shaken me back to consciousness.

			It can’t be a coincidence. There’s no way we all experienced the same hallucination across the constraints of time. Even if Dorsey House was filled with black mold, that wouldn’t account for the fact that each one of us has heard the plink of the Drowned Lady’s dripping hair, smelled the exact stench that surrounds her, metallic like rotting fish, seen her blue-tinged skin and featureless face.

			I scan another girl’s final notebook. She’s trying to speak to me, the girl named Emma writes, although she has no mouth. It’s like she knows me. Like I know her. But how?

			On the other side of the shed, Ivy leaps to her feet. “I saw a shadow,” she says, pressing her nose against the window. “We need to leave.”

			“Not yet,” I plead, casting a desperate glance at the shelf behind me. Now that I know she’s here, I want to unearth every description of the Drowned Lady this archive holds. If other girls have seen her, if she appeared to them as she has appeared to me, could that mean her presence is not a curse, like I thought, but a sign?

			Excitement thrums in my chest even as my gut twists with uncertainty. Three girls do not a pattern make. Yet I can’t shake the hope that her presence in my memories matters. Could the Drowned Lady be a part of the work Margaret mentioned? Does her haunting mean that I am on my way toward some sort of enlightenment?

			“Hal’s in the kitchen,” Ivy says, her voice muffled. “We have to go now.”

			Begrudgingly, I follow her outside, hurrying around the front of the house just as the back door opens with a yawn. The afternoon is dark, the sky full of thick gray clouds pressed together like coats in a closet. The air is sticky with the threat of rain as Ivy and I hurry inside.

			We pass Margaret in the hallway on our way to the kitchen. “There you are, Willa,” she says, adjusting her glasses. “I’d hoped we could have a session today, but I notice that you haven’t finished with the wainscoting.” She shoots a pointed look toward the smudged baseboards in the entryway. “I’d appreciate it if you’d complete your chores before dinner.”

			“Of course,” I mumble, chagrined. “Guess I spent too much time detailing upstairs.”

			“Hmm.” Margaret emits a noise of disbelief. “Ivy, why don’t you help me with the soup so Willa can focus.”

			The dirt on the baseboards seems structural. No matter how much soap I use, how hard I scrub, it won’t budge. I give up trying quickly, idly swishing the sponge as I mentally sort through the other girls’ descriptions of the Drowned Lady. They wrote about her exactly as I’ve seen her.

			And yet, the ghost was not mentioned in every journal. She didn’t reveal herself immediately, didn’t haunt the other girls until they’d established some sort of tenure in this liminal space. She’s not introduced until Tessa’s sixth notebook, Linh’s seventh, Emma’s fifth. They all found their way out of Dorsey House soon after. If Margaret numbered the notebooks to reflect how many times a girl walked into the water, that means the Drowned Lady only appeared near the end of their journeys.

			Could that mean I’m close to finding my way out?

			Hope buoys me through the tedium of my task. I’ve uncovered something big. Something I know I ought to share with Caroline, the way I did once before with Ivy. But Tessa, Linh, and Emma don’t mention telling the other girls about their ghost. Maybe I should keep her to myself this time—hold her close and let her lead me out of this place without pomp or circumstance.

			In the darkest corner of the entryway, the sponge scrapes strangely across the wood. The paint is raised where letters have been carved into the baseboard. I get down on my elbows to squint at the offending corner. CR, WC, IM.

			Our initials, Caroline’s, mine, and Ivy’s, permanently etched into the foundation of this house. I can’t recall holding a paper clip or keeping an eye out for the Dorseys as Caroline digs a sewing needle into the woodgrain. Which means this was sanctioned by a different version of me. A me who was willing to leave a piece of herself behind, right next to Caroline and Ivy.

			I trace the letters with my finger, the steely resolve I felt seconds ago softening with each curve. We’re in this together, whether we want to be or not. I have to tell them what I’ve learned, even if that means admitting how long I’ve kept the Drowned Lady a secret.

			After dinner and the nighttime scuffle—the fight for the bathroom, the steam from the shower making the second-floor landing hot and humid—after lights-out, when the house begins to groan, old bones settling for the night, I cross the hall to Caroline’s room.

			Her eyes snap open before I’ve even closed the door. “What do you want?” She asks, sitting up in the center of her bed.

			The air is pungent with her coconut shampoo. I tug at the sleeves of my sweatshirt. “We need to talk.”

			“So talk,” she says, fussing with the ends of her hair.

			I shake my head. “Not here.”

			Caroline raises her eyebrows. “The beach?” When I nod, she hops out of bed, rummaging in her drawer for a sweater. “Ooh, you found something good,” she singsongs.

			I can’t help but grin. “Yeah, I think I did. Should I get Ivy?”

			Caroline frowns at herself in the mirror, adjusting her cardigan. “We can fill her in later.”

			I close my eyes and see our initials on the baseboard, three sets, all in a line. So different from our dynamic now. That’s the problem with threes—one person is always left just a little bit outside or behind. “I think it’s time we tell her.”

			“Oh, you do?” Caroline shifts her weight, crosses her arms.

			I look at her in the mirror. “You don’t?”

			She looks away first, rolling her eyes. “Whatever.”

			Her dismissal is so pointed I nearly apologize, but I hold strong. Caroline pulls on a pair of socks and follows me, glowering, into the hallway, where Ivy emerges from the bathroom, her expression so casual she must have been practicing.

			“Where are you two going?” Her voice is low. Hopeful. I feel validated in my instinct to include her. Better now, when she’s merely curious rather than desperate.

			“The beach,” I answer. “Come on, and be quiet.”

			Downstairs, we shrug on coats and boots and step out into the midnight chill. We walk single file, Caroline sweeping a flashlight low to the ground, the beam catching shrubs and seagrass. We pick our way over the piles of driftwood until we reach the castle, its towers rising through the fog. A lonely bird shrieks as we huddle together on the sand, protected by the fortress walls.

			Ivy is the first to speak. “What are we doing here?” She glances up at the starless sky.

			“Comparing notes,” I tell her. “Findings from the shed. Anything you want to share?”

			She frowns. “I’ve just been tallying notebooks. Some girls have a bunch, others just a few. Not sure that’s of much use.”

			“Can you guess at an average number?” I ask.

			Ivy closes her eyes. “Seven, maybe? The highest number I’ve found so far is twelve. The lowest, one.”

			Caroline and I exchange a look of surprise. “One?” she clarifies. Ivy nods. Caroline whistles softly. “Wow.”

			“Why does that matter?” Ivy asks tentatively.

			“It’s just interesting,” I answer honestly. If it takes most girls seven cycles to find their way out of Dorsey House, it’s astonishing that anyone could get it right the first time. Whatever right means.

			“I wonder what my number is,” Caroline says. It sounds like she’s talking to herself. She turns to Ivy. “You haven’t found any notebooks with handwriting that looks like this, have you?” She pulls a piece of paper from her pocket and hands it to Ivy, who uses the flashlight to examine the page.

			“No,” she says eventually. “I don’t think so.”

			“You definitely haven’t, or you don’t think you have?” Caroline presses.

			Ivy looks perplexed. “Wait, why would Margaret have your writing in her shed? I thought this was a history project.”

			“I have something,” I announce, loud enough to cut through their noise. “It’s actually the reason I brought us here.” I give Caroline a meaningful glance that invites her to shut up.

			“Fine.” She sniffs, pursing her lips. “What is it?”

			“Well.” I clear my throat, suddenly nervous. “For the last few weeks, I’ve been seeing something at the end of my sessions.” Caroline’s and Ivy’s expressions are blank. “Someone? Um. A ghost? She’s a girl, with long hair and no face. She’s wrapped in kelp and soaking wet.” I scramble in the pocket of my sweatshirt for Ivy’s sketch. “She looks like this.” I unfold the drawing and hand it to them. Ivy’s face twists in horror, but Caroline’s remains unreadable.

			“At first, I thought it was just my mind playing tricks on me, but then when I was reading through the journals, I learned that other girls saw her too. In their later notebooks. The same ghost, dripping wet, no face. She haunted them, and then…” I pause dramatically. “The notebooks end. Which must mean they got out.”

			“Out?” Ivy digs her fingers into the sand bemusedly. “Out of what?”

			I’m starting to understand why Caroline wanted to leave Ivy behind.

			Ignoring her, I glance hopefully at Caroline. The emotion on her face has changed. Clarified. But it isn’t the response I expect. For some reason, she looks furious.

			“I think it’s related,” I continue, trying to connect the dots for her. “This ghost and the end of their journeys here.”

			But my words seem to have no effect on her. “Did you say you’ve been seeing this thing for weeks?” Caroline’s voice is dangerously low.

			“Yeah.” I try to swallow the nerves clawing their way up my throat. This isn’t how I thought she would react. I imagined excitement, maybe a little jealousy. Not anger. “It’s funny,” I tell her, trying to lighten the mood. “When I first got here, there were these wet footprints in the house, these ominous notes on the mirror and my pillow. They started right around the first time I saw her. I almost thought it was her, stepping out of my memory and into real life.” I shiver. “Don’t worry, I realized pretty quickly it was just you two fucking with me.”

			“Not me,” Ivy interjects, her face clouded with confusion. “I wasn’t here for that.”

			“Right, no, of course,” I squeak, trying not to let panic seep into my voice. I’m losing control of the conversation, mixing up what Ivy does and doesn’t know. I turn to face Caroline, desperate for her to meet me where I am. “It’s just weird how close the pranks were to the real thing.”

			“Yeah, weird,” Caroline says, voice dripping with sarcasm. “Almost like it was on purpose.” Fury radiates from her in waves. “I nearly broke my back trying to make you remember that ghost. I left the wet footsteps and the notes, trying to jog your stupid, stubborn memory back to where it was before you reset yourself. I gave you every chance to tell me about the Drowned Lady, set up every conversation for you, and you’re telling me not only that you remember, but that you’ve known about her for weeks? What the fuck, Willa?”

			I shake my head like a dog displacing water, trying to get the pieces to fit, trying to get her anger to make sense. “You knew about the Drowned Lady?”

			“Of course I knew about her,” Caroline snaps. “I used to know everything about you.”

			“Sorry, not to interrupt,” Ivy says, raising a hand like she’s in a classroom. Without someone to twine herself around, she’s unmoored. “But when you say Willa ‘reset,’ what does that mean, exactly?”

			“Not now,” Caroline and I say, voices sharp as knives. Ivy lowers her hand.

			“If you knew I’d seen the Drowned Lady already,” I say, turning to Caroline, “why didn’t you just tell me about her? Why wait for me to come to you? You love lording information over others.”

			“Oh, screw you,” Caroline says, expression taut. “We already had this conversation, but of course you don’t remember. You asked me not to tell you. Said you worried that if I did, it would get in your head and you wouldn’t be sure if the ghost was really there or if you made her up.”

			“Oh, and you expect me to believe that you respected my boundaries?” I scoff. “You, who left a seagull eye on my pillow?” Beside me, Ivy shivers.

			“I did what I could,” Caroline says, “without breaking my promise to you, because, believe it or not, the Willa before you was my friend. Something you’d know if you had bothered to confide in me.” The wind has pulled her hair from its careful ponytail; strands whip at her face with a wrath matched only by the outrage in her eyes. “We were onto something, but then you left me behind like I didn’t matter. You remembered Trevor and then you—” Caroline claps her hand over her mouth, but the damage is done.

			The air stills with the weight of her mistake. “Who?” My voice is low and brittle, as though I’ve screamed myself hoarse.

			Caroline shakes her head over and over again, until I fear she’ll make herself dizzy. “I don’t know. It’s just a name you mentioned once.”

			I blink blankly at her, stunned by the active grenade she’s lobbed at my feet. “Why would you keep this from me?” I can hear my own hypocrisy, but frankly, I don’t care. I test out the name, searching for a hint of familiarity, but it’s tasteless on my tongue.

			“I was trying to help you,” Caroline says through gritted teeth.

			“Bullshit,” I bite back. “You needed me to help you find a way out of here and didn’t want me distracted by anything that actually mattered to me.”

			“I used to matter to you too,” she says softly. “But fine, whatever. I’m done protecting you. Go ahead and destroy yourself. Make the same mistake twice.”

			A chill runs through me. “What are you talking about?”

			For perhaps the first time since I’ve met her, Caroline Radcliffe looks uncomfortable. “Willa, the last time you remembered who Trevor was, you left your session with Margaret and wrote yourself a note. The next day, you walked straight into the sea.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			The ocean roars at my back as I stalk up the slope toward Dorsey House alone. As penance for her secret keeping, I left Caroline on the beach with Ivy. It will take hours to answer all of Ivy’s questions, to offer her the necessary context for our anger. It’s an unenviable task, which makes it the perfect punishment.

			As for me, I pick my way up the path, turning over the strange new name in my head.

			Trevor.

			I can’t make it fit. Can’t conjure an image—young, old, short, tall…How could the knowledge of one person be so painful that I’d rather erase my memory than live with the truth? I won’t know until I remember.

			And I have to, despite Caroline’s warning. I’m so tired of hiding from myself, of trying to stay one step ahead of my missing memories, working to solve a puzzle without all the pieces. I’m determined to understand, no matter the cost.

			Back in my bedroom, I can hear Hal’s snoring through the wall. I’m tempted to wake Margaret, but there’s no story I could spin that wouldn’t immediately set off alarm bells. I won’t give Caroline the satisfaction of another setback. I need to prove that she was wrong: I can handle the truth of Trevor and find a way out of this place.

			Caroline and Ivy don’t return until the sun forces its way through the curtains. When I pass them on the stairs, Caroline’s expression is blank. Ivy looks dizzy. Neither of them says a word. I stay silent too.

			Margaret finds me soon after in the kitchen, two mugs of tea already on the table. “I’m ready for that session,” I tell her before taking a sip. The Earl Grey burns my tongue.

			Margaret nods, settling into the chair opposite me. She lays her palms flat on the table and gestures for me to do the same. I press my hands to the polished wood and take a deep breath. Margaret places her fingertips on top of mine.

			“Close your eyes, Willa. Open your heart. Tell me where you wish to begin.”

			Sitting up straight, I relax my shoulders. My limbs go limp. Fluttering my eyelids closed, I lean into the darkness and speak the newfound name aloud. I repeat it like a mantra. I whisper it like a prayer. “Trevor.”

			Who are you? I beg as my head starts to droop, eyelashes heavy, eyes darting frantically back and forth behind my closed lids. I want to understand. The light changes. The air shudders. I wrench my eyes open, only to find myself alone in the void where the Drowned Lady and I have met before. All around me is darkness. Then she appears.

			Are you ready to remember? The Drowned Lady’s voice is behind me, garbled and saltwater slick. I turn to find her in her original form—she has no mouth, and her eye sockets are empty. Her features are blurred, her hair and clothes waterlogged; her skin blue and mottled. Yet in this moment, my desire for understanding is stronger than my fear. When the Drowned Lady holds out her hand to me, I take it.

			The void shivers and ripples, moving around me. Images blink by in rapid succession; voices swirl around in my head. Mom, Peter, Miri, the baby. Me. All those words that hurt me. All those moments that led me to believe I was unlovable, too much, wrong.

			The world shimmers at the edges. The carousel of images shudders and stops on Miri, Leo, and Kendall. It’s too hard to be your friend, they’d said.

			Stomach acid slithers up my throat. I struggle to free myself from the Drowned Lady’s grip. “I don’t want to do this again. I can’t stand it.”

			You can, the Drowned Lady insists. There is so much you forgot the first time around. She snaps her fingers, unlocking a brand-new memory.

			Miri and Leo on my front porch, holding flowers, looking uncomfortable. “We’re sorry for your loss, Willa.”

			I squint at my tear-streaked, red-eyed face. We’re younger, Miri’s hair the length it was when we were fifteen. My own hair is greasy where it peeks out from beneath the hood of my oversized black sweatshirt. The flowers drip slightly, leaving a tiny puddle on the welcome mat.

			“I don’t know what to do,” I whisper. My bottom lip wobbles.

			Poor Miri looks afraid of me. I can hardly blame her. Leo fusses with the daisies, petals drifting to the floor.

			I don’t remember this part. Can’t recall myself ever looking so disheveled, so openly broken. Sorry for your loss, my friends said, which means someone died. Someone I can’t remember.

			The Drowned Lady snaps her fingers.

			I’m huddled in the corner of Kendall’s room while she, Miri, and Leo film videos.

			“Willa, if you’re going to sulk, you have to move. You’re ruining the shot.” Kendall looks annoyed. “What?” she protests when Miri gives her a hard look. “Why is she still so upset? It’s been months. She’s being a bummer.”

			I glower at her floral bedspread, her giant TV, her vanity mirror. Her room is bigger than the living room in our apartment. No one in her family is dead. Nothing about her life looks like mine. It isn’t just that she doesn’t want to understand me. It’s that she can’t.

			Snap.

			“You know Ken doesn’t mean it,” Miri says, fussing with the straps of her backpack in the school parking lot. “It’s just, none of us really know how you feel. My abuela died when I was eight, but that was so long ago. It’s not that we’re trying to be insensitive. We just don’t know what you need.”

			“Yeah, Wills,” Leo chimes in. “If there’s anything we can do, just tell us.”

			But as they exchange an awkward glance, I understand that the offer isn’t real. All I want is to not be alone. All they want is to stay far, far away from me, as though my grief is contagious. As though they might somehow inherit it.

			I wasn’t too much, I realize. My pain was. My friends had no experience with loss, and so mine, which pulled me under like a riptide, seemed dangerous to them. They needed to distance themselves from it—and therefore from me. They were afraid, and that fear made them cruel.

			“It wasn’t my fault they pulled away,” I realize. “It was the loss that carved the chasm between us.”

			The Drowned Lady nods. Nerves flutter in my stomach, moths working their way toward a flame. If I misremembered the circumstances of this friendship dissolution, what else am I missing context for?

			As though she can read my mind, the Drowned Lady snaps her fingers. Once again, we’re off, racing through a blur of moments and memories, until we’re spat out in Peter’s town house, the cruelest words he ever spoke to me still ringing in my ears: I can’t stand to look at you. But instead of fading to black, the memory continues.

			Peter scrubs a hand across his face before sinking onto the couch. “Willa, wait.” He sighs. “That came out wrong. Please.” He puts a hand on Mom’s knee. “Will you give me a chance to explain?”

			He pulls out his phone and shows me a picture of a girl no older than fourteen. She has Peter’s blond hair and brown eyes. She has his smile, the one he wears now, sad, but strong. “This is Sarah.” He falters. Mom squeezes his arm supportively. “She was my daughter.”

			My heart snags on his use of the past tense. His relationship with my mother begins to make sense. He’s so different from the other men she’s dated. Quiet and clean-shaven. Removed and overflowing with sadness.

			“You met Mom in grief group?” Every Wednesday night Mom goes to a church basement to talk about her loss. She says it made her feel less alone. She found a teen group for me, but I didn’t want to go. If my own friends couldn’t help me, how could strangers?

			Mom nods. “I didn’t want to put any more loss on you. You’re carrying so much already, Willa.”

			The photo of Peter’s daughter shines up from his phone screen. “She died in a car accident,” he explains. “Her best friend Rainey had just gotten her permit, and they snuck out to celebrate. Rainey died on impact, but Sarah was in a coma. She had so much life in her, I really thought she would pull out of it, but—” Peter’s voice breaks. “She never came back.”

			He weeps, producing heart-wrenching sobs, and my throat tightens. I understand all the rules now: No hospital shows. No ambulances. No car rides with my friends. Peter isn’t a dictator. He’s a prisoner of his grief. Mom was trying to protect him, just like he was trying to protect me.

			I offer him the tissue box. When he’s calmed down slightly, he clears his throat again. It’s almost nice, seeing this buttoned-up man rumpled.

			“You’ve noticed I have a hard time being around you,” he says plainly. “It isn’t you, Willa. Every time I look at you, I see what Sarah could have been. I see everything she won’t do or have or become. That isn’t fair, but it’s the truth.”

			I turn to the Drowned Lady. “I didn’t do anything wrong.” She nods again. I’m beginning to see a pattern. The way loss can twist itself around a heart and squeeze until there’s nothing left but a gruesome emptiness. It’s easier to lash out, because if other people also hurt, then you don’t have to suffer alone.

			Exactly, the Drowned Lady says, like she’s reading my mind. My skin prickles; my vision darkens, like I’ve accidentally stared into the sun. And then I am alone with my mother, her anger echoing through my memory. Do you think loving you isn’t the hardest thing I have to do? I look at you and see everything I’ve lost.

			It’s the middle of the night. We’re in our apartment, the one before Peter, and Mom is sobbing at the kitchen table. “He’s everywhere, Willa,” she says when I join her. My insomnia and exhaustion are always at war.

			“I know.” I’m haunted too. The bags under my eyes are black. My heart is a gaping, bleeding wound.

			“We should pack up his room. It hurts too much to see his stuff every day.” Mom wipes her nose on the faux-fur blanket she wears wrapped around her shoulders.

			I shake my head. “I don’t want to erase him.”

			Mom pulls the blanket even tighter around her. “You can’t,” she says, sobbing. “I see him every time I look at you. You two have the same eyes. The same hair. The same laugh. I’m haunted by him every time I see your face.” She shakes her head. “It hurts so much.”

			“She isn’t angry that I exist,” I say to the Drowned Lady, who nods. “She’s upset that I remind her of what she lost.” Whoever Mom is grieving lives on in me. She has retreated into herself, has prioritized her pain and forgotten about mine. The two of us have only each other, but we have never been more at odds.

			“I’ll leave you alone, then,” I say in my memory, getting to my feet. I go into the guest room. It still smells like a boy—body spray and spearmint and sweat.

			This was his room.

			The Drowned Lady nods and the world tilts on its axis, sending me stumbling and spinning, back to Peter’s town house. Why aren’t there any photos of me? I’d screamed at my mom.

			Here, the walls are covered with pictures of the baby. None of me. But this was not my mother’s or Peter’s doing.

			It was mine.

			After Mom put all his stuff in boxes and labeled it guest room, I thought the only way to heal was to hide him away too. I couldn’t stand to see his face, knowing he was gone. So I took down every single one of our photos, ripped them up, buried the scraps in the flower beds in the town house’s backyard. I didn’t want to look at either one of us, knowing his absence was my fault. But then, still grief-stricken, I had twisted the truth. Had chosen instead to blame my mother for my actions. It was a common tactic in the Childs household. A trick I’d learned from her. Abscond myself of responsibility. Shout to hide the pain.

			I turn to the Drowned Lady. If she had eyes, they would be sad. Who’s missing, Willa?

			I place his name on the tip of my tongue and taste the metallic tang of loss. The ache is enormous. The act of remembering feels like snipping open stitches, like sticking a hand into the cavity of my chest and rooting around to clutch my beating heart.

			There’s a reason I only ever refer to Miles as the baby. It’s because I already have a brother. Had a brother.

			A twelve-year-old brother with blue eyes and auburn hair, a shy smile and a dirty baseball cap. With a laugh so much deeper than his preteen speaking voice, with holes in the knees of his pants no matter how often I patched them. A brother who was always running off and getting into trouble yet somehow avoided all the consequences. It was me Mom blamed when he was late to dinner, when he got caught vandalizing pools in the half-built housing development down the block. Me she blamed when he cracked his head open on the curb while riding his bike without a helmet.

			A brother named Trevor.

			A brother who’s dead.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			A keening cry escapes my throat, the garbled sound of grief. Tears flow freely, salt stinging my cheeks, burning my chapped lips. Gone is the pain with fuzzy edges, the hole in my heart no longer a dull, aching wound. This emotion is clear: sharp, bitter, and cold. It is expansive. Endless and enduring, like the sea.

			One moment, my little brother was buried so deep in my subconscious I forgot he existed. The next, Trevor appeared fully formed, his existence recontextualizing my memories. I understand what I couldn’t before. Why I reset myself instead of living with the truth. He’s dead, my brain needles, and it’s your fault.

			If I had kept him home that afternoon instead of waving him off so I could go to Miri’s, afraid that if I didn’t show up Kendall would take my place as her best friend once and for all, he would still be here.

			God, he was just a kid.

			While Mom was busy with work and with men, I’d been the one to raise him, stirring cut-up hot dogs into boxed mac and cheese because it was all I knew how to make. Helping him with his math homework to the best of my abilities. Turning off the TV when he’d spent too long in front of a screen, enforcing bedtime. I’d tried my best. It left me exhausted. It was never enough.

			I’d just wanted an afternoon off—one day to focus on my life instead of his.

			And then, without warning, I was an only child again.

			My palms are still pressed again the kitchen table. I blink blearily until the world around me comes back into focus. The gray afternoon light is tinged with green. A storm is coming.

			“Did you get what you needed, Willa?” Margaret watches me carefully but doesn’t pry. I am grateful for that. This is mine alone to hold.

			I nod, pressing my lips tightly together, as though that could stop their wobbling. The lump in my throat is a boulder. I can barely breathe around it. This moment is proof that ignorance does not make grief any easier. Instead, it festers and intensifies. How many times has my forgetting forced me to relive the particular pain of loss?

			Soaking up tears with the sleeve of my sweatshirt, I push my chair away from the table with an earsplitting scrape. “Thank you,” I tell Margaret, my voice cracking on the vowels, “but I have to go.”

			I stumble up the stairs, desperate to bury myself beneath the quilt in my room, to let the darkness feed on my grief. But when I push open my bedroom door, I find it already occupied.

			Caroline and Ivy are sprawled across my bed, weak rays of sunlight dripping down the wall above their heads. I close the door, and the click of the handle jolts Caroline awake. She blinks at me blearily.

			“What are you doing in here?”

			“Sit.” She pulls her legs up to her chest, making room for me at the end of the mattress. When I remain standing, she rolls her eyes, then elbows Ivy until she groans.

			“I’m tired,” Ivy mumbles, turning over.

			“Amateur,” Caroline says, sitting up. She turns her attention to me. “We found something. In the shed. That’s where we were all night,” she says tersely. “While you were distracted, Ivy and I stayed focused.”

			Hurt crackles between us. The air tastes of distrust and something even more acerbic.

			“And?”

			“I found my journals.” She doesn’t look as smug as I expect her to. “There were six of them.”

			I cross my arms. “So what?” Caroline’s writings won’t help us find a way out of here.

			“So,” she says, through gritted teeth, “I wrote down something Margaret said. Something I then corroborated in the journals of the other girls.”

			“What did she say?” I fight to keep my voice steady. Right now, Caroline has all the power. If I seem too eager, she might keep the answer to herself.

			“She said, ‘Only once you can look your demons in the eye will your work here be finished.’ ” Caroline laughs humorlessly. “I didn’t know what she meant. But now I do.” She pulls a piece of paper from the pocket of her cardigan, unfolding it to reveal the sketch of the Drowned Lady. “It all comes back to her.”

			I study the drawing. It isn’t such a stretch. When I arrived at Dorsey House and Margaret gave me a notebook, she told me to use it to exorcise my demons. And haven’t I been plagued by the Drowned Lady since?

			The other girls were haunted by her too. She appeared in their memories and in their dreams. Maybe they stayed and dealt with their hurt instead of running away and resetting themselves like I did. Accepted the past in the present so that they might have a future.

			Is that what Margaret meant?

			“Okay,” I say, chewing on the word like gum that’s lost its flavor. “Say you’re right. What does that mean?”

			“It means we need a bowl of water and a plate of salt,” Caroline says, again elbowing Ivy, who covers her head with a pillow.

			I frown, suspicious. “What for?”

			“To speak with her,” Caroline says, tapping the sketch with a polished fingernail. “If she’s drowned, she’s dead, right? So we’ll host a séance.” She says it so simply, as though conversing with spirits is a regular occurrence for her. “You’ll call the Drowned Lady so we can look her in the eye, and then”—she smiles shrewdly—“we get the fuck out of here.”

			“But she doesn’t have eyes,” I say, pointing to the drawing’s empty face.

			“Stop being so literal, Willa.” Caroline exhales sharply. “It’s just an expression. Like ‘Your journey is your journey.’ The Drowned Lady is an amalgamation of our hurt. We have to face her if we want to get out of here.”

			I open my mouth to argue. It sounds too easy. Nothing at Dorsey House has ever been straightforward, so why would our escape be?

			“You owe me this,” Caroline says before I can interject. “After what you kept from me, you’re lucky I’m even including you at all.”

			I force my expression to stay neutral, but inside, my mind is a storm. I know why. It’s because she needs something from me. I’m the only one of us who has seen the Drowned Lady firsthand. If we want this ghost to answer our call, it has to come from me.

			“Come on, Willa,” Caroline begs. “If those journals have taught me anything, it’s that none of us can survive this place alone. I need you.” She grabs my hand. “Please.”

			For all Caroline’s faults, she takes big swings. And I’ll try anything if it means we get one step closer to finding our way out of this place.

			“I’m in.”

			Caroline throws herself on me, squealing gleefully in my ear. For a moment, I can imagine what it might be like to truly be her friend. How she’d react to being told a juicy secret, how she’d use her wit as protection against mean girls like Kendall, how she’d burn, fierce and bright, until everyone around her was filled with light. But then would come the fallow times, when she took that spark back, sucking it like venom from a wound. When she’d roll her eyes dismissively, ignore any attempt at connection. An imbalance, either way. Not enough to truly sustain a relationship. Not enough to save me, no matter how much I’d wish she could.

			Caroline releases me and tugs the pillow off Ivy’s face. “Get up,” she says, shaking Ivy’s shoulder until she opens her eyes. “We have a ghost to meet.”

			I head downstairs to fetch the supplies, returning to my room to find the curtains tightly closed and Caroline sitting cross-legged on the floor, making a triangle with tea lights. Ivy is still in my bed, slapping her cheeks to wake herself up.

			“I’ll take that.” Caroline reaches for the plate of salt and starts scattering it in a wide circle all around us.

			“What are you doing?” I gape at the mess she’s making.

			From the bed, Ivy nods. “Salt for protection.”

			Caroline beams. “That’s right.” She gestures for me to hand her the bowl of water, which she places in the center of the triangle, next to the Drowned Lady’s portrait.

			“All we need now is some sort of pendulum.” Caroline sits back on her heels. “Only, I don’t wear necklaces.” She turns, eyes scanning my unadorned neck and unpierced ears. “Willa, you’re out. Ivy?”

			“Here,” Ivy says, unclasping the gold chain of her locket as she gets up to join Caroline on the floor. I follow her lead, settling myself in the empty space between the armoire and the Drowned Lady’s makeshift shrine.

			Caroline accepts the offering, the chain of Ivy’s necklace tangled in her fingers. She holds the locket over the bowl of water, waiting. “Now,” she says slowly, her voice low and surprisingly resonant. “If this is going to work, you must believe. Believe that she will answer. Believe that she will appear.

			“Close your eyes,” Caroline instructs us, sounding for all the world like Margaret. Her voice is firm and commanding, not a hint of humor or a flicker of fear. “Picture her. Call to her.”

			It’s almost natural at this point to imagine the Drowned Lady’s long, tangled hair, her seaweed stench, her kelp accessories, her bare, veiny feet. She’s never far from my thoughts with her sunken eye sockets and blotchy blue skin. Within moments, the air has shifted, my stomach flipping like I’m on a roller coaster. The sour smell of death creeps into the room.

			I open my eyes. Ivy’s remain closed, but Caroline’s gaze roves the room fervently. She can sense the Drowned Lady too. A breeze flutters past, sending ripples across the surface of the bowl of water. Caroline’s eyes widen. The window is closed. The curtains unmoving.

			“Tell us, spirit,” she says, fumbling with the chain of Ivy’s locket. “Was that you?” She holds the necklace out in front of her. “Are you here?”

			The locket swings forward and back, like a nod. Yes. Caroline stops the chain’s momentum before asking a second question. “Will you show yourself?”

			This time, the locket swings side to side, like a head shaking no. Outside, the wind howls, the shutters smacking the side of the house.

			Perturbed, Caroline turns her eyes on me. “What if Willa asks you to?” The wind stops. So does the chain. Even the surface of the water stills. “That sounds like a yes,” she says urgently. “Willa. Call to her. She’s your ghost.”

			There’s a victory in her acknowledgment of it. The Drowned Lady wants me, and if the past is precedent, that means soon I might be able to leave this place for good.

			“I’m here,” I say. My voice breaks, desperation coloring my tongue. I’m surprised by my own intensity. There’s something sacred about this circle, coaxing forth and emboldening my emotions. It’s like a dam has burst, flooding me with all the hope and frustration and fear I’ve been trying to ignore amidst the madness of Dorsey House’s mystery. “Find me.” The plea is more even this time. “I want to understand.”

			For a moment, nothing happens. Then the air shimmers and stretches before us. Hope claws its way up my throat as we’re met with the plink, plink, plink of wet hair dripping onto the rug.

			Just outside our circle of salt, the Drowned Lady hovers, gruesome yet elegant. She is just as she has been in my mind, exactly as she was rendered on the page, mottled and marbled and beautiful. Ivy shrieks, a loud slash of emotion, thick with horror and impossibility. Caroline gasps in wonder, made terrible by her lack of fear. I’m caught somewhere between the two—awestruck by the spirit’s presence yet frightened by her meaning.

			Although she has no eyes, the Drowned Lady turns to me. I take her in, the strands of wet hair draped across her face like a shroud, the way her blue-veined hands shake as she raises a finger to point in my direction. It steals the breath from my throat, the way she turns her hand over to reveal an open palm. It’s as though she wants me to reach for her.

			I nearly do, so transfixed by the beauty built into the horror, the way the light through the curtains reflects off her asphyxiated skin, the subtle curls in the wet strands that have begun to dry. This moment was made for us. But Caroline gets there first, stepping out of the circle of salt and into the Drowned Lady’s orbit.

			Irritation burns bright in the back of my throat. I thought Caroline understood. The Drowned Lady is mine. This moment is supposed to be mine too.

			Ignoring the figure’s open palm, Caroline grabs the girl by the wrist, brushing the hair away from her face. There’s nothing there, only sunken eyes and high, hard cheekbones. Ivy screams again, her terror thick as smoke. But Caroline doesn’t recoil, only stares intently, never blinking. It’s the Drowned Lady who shakes her head. The Drowned Lady who removes her hand and turns away. I can feel the ghost’s anger radiating from the corner.

			“Did you see that?” Caroline turns back to us eagerly, eyes alight. “She was scared of me.” She glances over her shoulder as she steps back into the circle’s protection. The Drowned Lady hovers near the door. “I feel so powerful.” Caroline keeps staring at her hand, the one she used to touch the ghost. “I did it. It’s done.”

			“No,” I say through gritted teeth, rising to my feet. But before I reach the ghost, Caroline smudges the circle of salt and dumps the water onto the carpet. The Drowned Lady’s outline flickers; then she disappears.

			“Caroline!” Her name is a curse. I seethe like smoke rising from a snuffed candle. “Why did you do that?”

			Caroline blinks at me innocently. “I got what I needed. I looked my demons in the eye.”

			“More like my demon,” I sneer.

			She shrugs. “What’s yours is mine.”

			“You used me.” My voice is thick with hurt. I’m furious that Caroline’s selfishness continues to affect me this way. “You forced me to call her and then didn’t even let me face her. What if she thinks I tricked her? What if she won’t come back?”

			What if you get out, I want to ask her, but I don’t?

			“Now you know what it feels like,” Caroline says, chuckling humorlessly. “To have someone turn their back on you.”

			I gape at her. “You think I don’t know what that feels like?” I picture Miri and Leo and Kendall. Peter and Mom. Myself, giving in to the water over and over again. “Everyone walks away from me.”

			“Then why would you do it to me?” Caroline shouts, voice brittle as bone. She sniffs, composing herself. “Look, this isn’t the time to take risks, Willa. Only one girl ever leaves at a time. I’m ready, so I decided it should be me.”

			“I’m ready too,” I insist angrily.

			She cocks her head curiously and looks me in the eye. “Are you? Really?”

			Under the heat of her gaze, I’m suddenly not sure.

			“I did you a favor.” Caroline pats me conciliatorily on the shoulder. “You wouldn’t want to have to start all over again, would you?”

			The thought is chilling. I know too much now. I can’t go back to the beginning. No matter how much all this hurts, resetting myself would be far worse.

			“How are you going to leave?” Ivy pipes up from where she still sits, shivering, cross-legged on the carpet.

			“I told you last night,” Caroline says, pulling the quilt from my bed and wrapping it around the other girl’s shoulders. “When I showed you the journals. I thought you understood. There’s only one way out of Dorsey House.”

			And although she doesn’t say it, we all know she means the sea.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			She leaves a note. Of course she does. Caroline, who cannot do anything without a witness, would never want to escape the endless cycle of Dorsey House without someone there to immortalize her heroic feat.

			Don’t sleep, it warns, scrawled in her loopy hand, underlined twice, as though to really stress her command’s importance. But she needn’t have bothered. I was never going to be able to slip quietly into slumber. Not tonight. Not when it should be me walking into the water toward freedom.

			Instead, I’m trapped here, Trevor’s loss pressing against my chest like a boulder. I’ve only carried it for half a day, and already my sternum threatens to snap beneath its monumental weight. My body aches, shoulders sagging, stomach sick.

			I couldn’t eat dinner, just rearranged the plate of kidney beans and toast until it looked like I had consumed something. I could hardly breathe, let alone climb the stairs to my room without pausing to clutch the banister, gasping for air. Even now, as I lie fully clothed atop my mattress, my skin tingles as though I am filled with static.

			It isn’t fair that he only lived for twelve years. It isn’t right, that I should be here when he is gone. I was supposed to protect him. I was supposed to keep him safe.

			A scream tears its way through my throat. I don’t care who hears. Let them sample my grief; let them taste my spectacular pain. It’s too much for one person to hold anyway. Might as well share it.

			From the corner of my room comes a rustling. The dark, which just moments ago was a comforting shield, is now a terrifying blindfold. I sit up, temples prickling, lips tingling.

			“Who’s there?”

			No answer, of course. It’s probably a mouse, lost on its way to scavenge for crumbs in the kitchen, chewing its way through the ancient walls. Still, I fumble with the lamp on my bedside table until its soft yellow light spills into the room. My heart stutters in my chest.

			It isn’t a mouse.

			The Drowned Lady extends her hand, palm up, reaching for me just as she did this afternoon. Only this time, there’s no one to get in the way.

			“What do you want?” I whisper, but really, the question I want answered is What should I do? She doesn’t respond. Doesn’t speak at all. Just waits, hand extended, face hidden by her hair. I consider her from the safety of my bed. Why is she still here? What can I do for her that Caroline can’t? Just as I decide to reach for her, my bedroom door opens with a groan.

			“Good, you’re up.” Caroline jerks her head toward the hall. “Let’s go.” She does not seem to notice the ghost hovering in the corner of my room.

			I’m still angry at her for her earlier antics, but I can’t deny that I want to watch her walk into the water myself. I need to know if she was right.

			On the landing, Ivy is already dressed and waiting, holding a note identical to mine. We don’t speak as we walk single file toward the sea. Ivy, unsteady in her unfamiliarity, stumbles more than once. When at last we reach the sand, she stops to catch her breath.

			“How does this work, again?” Ivy has to shout to be heard over the wind. It’s strong enough to bowl us over, sucking all the warmth from my cheeks as I fight to remain upright. “Caroline told me last night, but I’m still not entirely clear.”

			“She’s going to walk into the water,” I call back as we pick our way over and around driftwood, the washed-up logs flung far and wide. It’s bright out, the full moon painting the surf silver.

			Ivy tugs idly at a hangnail. “What, like a baptism?”

			“Except she won’t come back out again.”

			“So she’ll drown?” Ivy winces as she tears at her skin. “I don’t understand.”

			“It doesn’t really matter whether you understand,” Caroline snaps, then seems to remember herself. She runs a hand over her head to smooth her hair and tries again. “It’ll all make sense soon.” I sincerely doubt that but stay quiet. Ivy has enough to process without any additional input from me.

			We make our way toward the water, pausing where the sand starts to darken. Tiny crabs burrow into the damp, leaving air bubbles in their wake. Ivy and I huddle together for warmth. Caroline closes her eyes, taking a deep breath before she speaks.

			“Goodbye, Ivy.” Caroline puts her hands on Ivy’s shoulders and stares deep into her eyes. “You were special to me, more than you know.”

			“Goodbye.” Ivy’s voice holds a mix of confusion and wonder as she studies the conundrum that is Caroline. Sharp and antiseptic, full and warm and bright.

			Then she turns to me, a smirk playing about her lips. “Goodbye, Willa.”

			I raise my eyebrows. “We’ll see.” My tone is caustic.

			“Ye of little faith,” Caroline says, and there’s something almost tender in her voice. She fixes her big brown eyes on me. “You’ll miss me, once I’m gone.”

			“I know.” There’s no use denying it. No matter what happens—whether she makes it out or not—as soon as she walks into the water, this version of Caroline will never exist again. For better or worse, she’s kept me on my toes, stared straight into my soul, pushed me to the edge and pulled me back again. What I feel for her is not hatred but something almost like love.

			She nods once, as though to steady herself; then she makes for the water.

			“Caroline?” Her glossy head whips back toward me, and there’s hope in her eyes, almost as if she wants to be stopped. “Why did you think you were sent to Dorsey House? Before you realized this wasn’t just a reformatory?” All this time I’ve wondered what terrible thing she might have done. How monstrous a girl she truly is.

			“Oh, that.” Caroline laughs, a hollow, fleeting sound. “I wrecked my mom’s Mercedes. She loves that car more than she’s ever loved me. I just assumed she sent me here to rot until I turned eighteen.”

			I don’t manage to keep the disappointment from my face. It’s so ordinary. So banal. It isn’t dangerous enough to fit with the image I have of her, a girl with a smile sharp enough to draw blood. Caroline seems to have anticipated my reaction. She shrugs, a quick quirk of her shoulders.

			“It was better, wasn’t it,” she asks, her face a mirror of my own disappointment, “whatever it was you were imagining?” She doesn’t wait for me to nod. “I learned a long time ago that it doesn’t matter who I am, just who people want me to be. I try not to shatter the illusion.”

			For a moment, I see her stripped of all her bravado. Just a girl shivering on the sand. Sad and broken, like me. Then the image sharpens and she’s Caroline again, a beatific smile plastered on her cherry-red lips.

			She turns toward the surf and glides across the sand like it’s ice. When she reaches the careful seam between ocean and land, she unties the ribbon holding her hair. Caroline’s dark mane whips wildly in the wind, surrounding her like wings. When she walks into the water, she doesn’t look back.

			Beside me, Ivy gasps, watching as Caroline’s dark hair is lost to the rhythm of the waves. “She’s going too far,” she insists, shaking her head. “She’s going to drown! Caroline!” But the wind steals her cry, and soon Caroline has disappeared completely, swallowed by the sea.

			“Where did she go?” Ivy turns to me, choking with alarm. “Willa, we have to do something! Call someone!”

			I don’t lean into her panic. “Remember what Caroline said. It’s just the nature of this place.”

			“No.” Ivy shakes her head insistently. “I’m going to wake up Margaret.” She turns toward the cliff, where Dorsey House sits. I catch her by the wrist, holding her in place.

			“There’s nothing we can do. This is just how it works,” I insist. But I’m losing her.

			“I don’t…She isn’t…” Ivy is starting to retreat into herself, teeth chattering, brain shutting down due to incomprehension.

			Grabbing her firmly by the shoulders, I force Ivy to meet my eyes. “Just focus on things you know are true,” I say, and though she nods, her eyes are still cloudy with panic. I’m going to have to give her something else to focus on. Something concrete.

			“Your name is Ivy Matthews,” I tell her. She nods. “You’re a high school junior.” She nods again. “You were raised Catholic; you have a boyfriend named Ben.”

			Ivy stops shivering, squinting with suspicion. “You know all that from last time? The cycles?” Although she knows the terminology, her voice is still threaded with disbelief.

			I nod. It’s unnerving to be on the other side of this power dynamic, trying to convince someone else of the reality of a situation that even I don’t fully understand.

			The wind begins to roar, pelting us with sand, and I loop my arm through Ivy’s, pulling her up the beach toward the relative safety of our driftwood castle. She huddles next to me, a hermit crab burrowed in its shell.

			“You can ask me anything,” I offer, hoping to draw her out again. “If you think it will help you make sense of this. I can’t promise I have all the information, but I’ll tell you what I know.”

			Ivy absentmindedly draws a zigzag in the sand. “Why would anyone reset a cycle? Why would you want to give your memory away?”

			This question, I can answer. “Some things hurt too much to remember,” I tell her simply. “My little brother died. I forgot, when I came here, and it was only recently that I unknotted my memory thoroughly enough to excavate him.”

			“Our brains do strange things when we’re in pain,” Ivy says, blinking away some of the fog in her gaze. “I broke my arm when I was six, and my dad said that after I had screamed myself hoarse, I curled up in his lap in the emergency room and went right to sleep. My brain couldn’t take it and shut down to protect me. Maybe that’s what yours did.”

			“I judged my past self for not being strong enough to stay,” I whisper. This Ivy doesn’t know me, so I don’t feel as vulnerable, laying my hurt bare between us. “But now that I remember, I understand. It’s easier, not to know.”

			Ivy shakes her head. “Missing someone never gets easier,” she says softly, clutching her locket. “But it does get different, the longer you live with it. Eventually it’s no longer an open wound but a bruise. It still hurts, but only when you press it. And when you aren’t in constant pain, you finally have room to remember the good things.”

			We sit quietly, letting Ivy’s words breathe. I’ve never lived here with Trevor’s memory long enough to even let the wound scab over. I thought that by resetting, I was saving myself from the pain, but instead, I’ve simply chosen to cut myself open fresh every time.

			“Why did I start over?” Ivy’s voice is timid.

			“Because Caroline asked you to.” I grimace. “I guess it was less of an ask and more of a demand.”

			“And I just listened?” Ivy whispers.

			I nod.

			“God, that’s pathetic.” She hangs her head in her hands. “I can’t do anything on my own. I can’t believe I ever thought I could be a mother.”

			My jaw drops. I can’t help it. Her confession is like a lightning strike, intense, illuminating, and unexpected. “You’re pregnant?”

			Ivy shakes her head. “Not anymore.”

			Even the wind seems to still.

			“I had to,” she says, but it sounds like she’s pleading.

			I meet her eyes, green as the sea during a storm. “You don’t have to justify your decision to me.”

			She smiles wryly. “I should have known that the only thing that would make my father angrier than getting pregnant at sixteen would be getting an abortion at sixteen.”

			My eyes widen. “Your dad found out?”

			Ivy nods. “I thought he sent me here. It’s all a little hazy. It’s illegal, where I live.” She chews on her lip. “But, Willa, I couldn’t keep it. I wasn’t ready—I’m not ready—I can’t be a mom. I’m barely a person.”

			I can’t help but think of my own mother. She was only a year older than Ivy when she had me. It’s stark, to see it laid out so plainly. To me, she was always an adult. But she was little more than a child with a child.

			“You did what you needed to do. For you.”

			Ivy’s eyes are glassy with tears. “Thank you, Willa.” She exhales a great burst of air, which turns into a hiccupping laugh. “I think this might be the strangest night of my life.”

			That you can remember, I think. But I won’t rub salt in the wound. There’s no telling how many times we’ve had this conversation, spoken these same words, shared these same alienating emotions. Life is like the tide—it does not change, it only repeats. Though the water rises and falls, it will always first push its way to shore before dragging itself back to the ocean.

			“Do you think she made it out?” Ivy stares out at the horizon.

			I scan the space where sea and sky meet, dark devouring dark. Somewhere in their midst is a terrible, wonderful girl. One I’m not entirely sure I was ready to lose.

			“I don’t know,” I tell Ivy truthfully. “I hope so,” I lie.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			I’m drowning again.

			This time not in the ocean but in a pool of the Drowned Lady’s tears. Restless waves churn, crashing over me like a nagging déjà vu while she weeps. She’s angry—the salt water hot against the roof of my mouth as I choke and splutter. It burns all the way down, leaving a hollow ache in the back of my throat. I have to get out of here. Water floods my lungs; my brain screams for oxygen. I have to get out. All around me, her voice echoes: Get out, get out. GET OUT.

			I wake with a start, fumbling for the lamp. Instead, my hand hits the wall. I sit up, knuckles throbbing, gasping for breath. My bleary eyes take a moment to adjust to the dark, but when they do, I remember where I am. This isn’t my room. It’s Caroline’s.

			Last night I returned from the beach, chilled to the bone, to find the Drowned Lady right where I’d left her. I couldn’t fathom falling asleep beneath the watchful eye sockets of the phantom hovering near my armoire, so I took shelter in Caroline’s empty bed.

			Quite the parting gift, to leave me with my very own ghost. A ghost who, despite her attention in my dreams, wants nothing to do with me in my waking state. Exhausted, defeated, and covered in sand, I tried to approach her as Caroline had, yet each time I stepped toward her, she turned her face away.

			It seems the Drowned Lady wants me to do more than simply look her in the eye.

			Shifting on the bed, I adjust the lumpy pillow beneath my head. Caroline’s sheets still smell like her shampoo. Closing my eyes, I try to recapture the heat of the Drowned Lady’s anger, hoping it might reveal her true desire. But I come up empty. I smack the quilt in frustration.

			“Willa?” My eyes fly open. Margaret Dorsey stands in the doorway, a hand to her chest. “You gave me a fright. I wasn’t expecting anyone to be in here.”

			I sit up, pulling at the sleeves of my sweatshirt. “She’s gone.”

			Margaret nods. “I know.”

			“Did she make it out?” I hold my breath, waiting.

			But Margaret just offers me a placid smile. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

			“Why not?” Her unwillingness to answer simple questions has passed the point of irritating into the realm of downright infuriating.

			“Because your journey—”

			“Is my journey,” I finish for her. “Yeah, I know. But if it’s all so personal, never our paths shall cross, then why are we here together?”

			“You girls have faced similar situations. You are alike in many ways, opposite in others. No one can do this on their own. But I feel it is important you not forget that in the end, this journey is yours alone.”

			“You always talk about this ‘journey.’ What journey? How do we get out of here?” Her vague platitudes hold all the helpfulness of a decorative dish towel.

			“Well, if I told you that,” Margaret says, pursing her lips, “it wouldn’t be yours, now, would it?”

			Rolling my eyes, I fling my legs off the bed, curling my toes into the carpet while Margaret surveys the room, looking for Caroline’s journal.

			“Willa, dear, do you mind checking the box spring? There’s a tear just large enough to conceal a notebook.” I fumble for an opening, slide in a hand, and pull out the cardboard-covered journal. The weight of this one is different. Lighter.

			Unabashedly, I flip it open. All the pages have been torn out, save for one. On it are two words: Nice try.

			I shouldn’t be so surprised by her forethought. Caroline is meticulous about her image. If she truly believed she was leaving, never to return, she wouldn’t allow anything potentially incriminating to be left behind, lest the narrative change without her consent.

			Margaret chuckles darkly. “Is that a note for you, or for me?”

			“It’s for me.” I can almost taste Caroline’s triumph, can picture her wry grin as she imagined my stomach plummeting, her secrets pulled away at the last second. “She wants me to know she won.”

			“Won what?” Margaret’s voice is light, but her eyes are hawkish.

			The truth is so charged I find it difficult to distill into words. Our friendship. The race to escape this place. My interest, bordering on obsession. This lurid, twisted game between us. To explain that to Margaret would diminish it somehow.

			“It doesn’t matter,” I say instead. “I can put this with the others, if you want.” I’m too tired to continue this charade, tiptoeing around Margaret, hiding what I know. “Save you a trip to the shed.”

			Margaret appraises me with an emotion that almost looks like pride. “You’ve never made it this far before.”

			That sliver of validation buoys me all the way down the stairs. Finally, I’m doing something right. And now that Ivy knows where Caroline’s journals are shelved, perhaps in them, I’ll find a hint that will lead me to my own words.

			In the kitchen, Ivy scrapes oatmeal into two ceramic bowls. “Morning.” Her voice is quiet, her hands shaking as she sprinkles brown sugar onto the glop of grains.

			“How are you feeling?” I ask, accepting the bowl she holds out for me.

			“Oh, you know.” She pulls back a chair with a scrape. “Weird.”

			I chuckle softly as I join her at the table. “Sounds about right.”

			“What’s that?” She gestures to the notebook under my arm.

			“It’s Caroline’s.” I set it to the side and take a bite of oatmeal. “Will you show me where her notebooks are shelved so I can put this with the others?”

			To my surprise, Ivy shakes her head. “They’re not in the shed.”

			My spoon clatters against my bowl. “What do you mean?”

			Ivy shrugs through a mouthful of cereal. “She took them. That night before the séance, she brought them inside. I don’t know what she did with them after that.”

			My hope is extinguished like a candle flame between fingers. Trust Caroline to make everything far more complicated than it needs to be.

			I spend the morning searching Dorsey House for hiding places, testing baseboards, even sifting through the crawl space on the first floor beneath the stairs. I manage to find only unconscionable levels of dust, rolls of insulation batting, and a smattering of rodent droppings. I scour the pantry, but there’s nothing, save for boxes of mice-nibbled crackers and expired cans of fruit.

			In Caroline’s room, my heart soars when I discover that the base of her dresser is bowed, the warped wood curved just enough to offer my fingertips a glimpse of the potential hiding place. But it offers me none of her secrets, only a splinter that pierces the soft flesh of my finger, that violently tender place between skin and nail.

			I emerge onto the landing, sucking on my injured finger, to find Ivy headed up the stairs, laundry basket beneath her arm.

			“Any luck?”

			“Of course not,” I snap, crossing the hall to my room. “Caroline made my life difficult from the moment I arrived here. Why would I think that would end when she left?” I fling myself onto the bed and exhale, trying to ignore my throbbing finger. But my moment of peace is short-lived. Within seconds, I’m hit with the sour stench of rotting kelp. I let out a shriek of surprise. The Drowned Lady’s blue-tinged skin is even more horrific in the daylight.

			“Willa? What’s wrong?” Ivy is behind me like a shadow, eyes wide with trepidation.

			“You don’t see her?” It doesn’t seem possible. She’s everywhere. I can’t look away.

			But Ivy only shakes her head. “I don’t know what—” She gasps, turning toward a foreign sound. She disappears into the hall.

			It’s such a strange reaction that I can’t help but follow. I find her pressing her nose against the window of the second-floor landing, breath fogging up the glass. “What are you doing?”

			Outside, a whir as tires spit gravel. I move toward the window just in time to see a lithe girl emerge from the back seat of a black car, sour-faced and shivering. Caroline.

			I don’t know whether to laugh or to cry. She didn’t make it out. She failed. I want to gloat. I want to scream. But if she couldn’t escape, what does that mean for me?

			The car’s engine revs, wheels struggling to find purchase, and then, as quickly as it arrived, the vehicle disappears down the drive.

			Caroline stands alone, staring up at Dorsey House. She looks so small, shivering beneath the weak afternoon sun, her plaid skirt and thin cardigan not enough to contend with the coastal weather. She scans the house’s exterior disdainfully, its wood trim and asymmetrical façade a disappointment. Her eyes snag on the second-floor window. They narrow. She frowns.

			“Shit,” Ivy says, ducking out of the way. But I stand tall and wave.

			By the time the doorbell rings, bellowing through the house, I’m already halfway down the stairs. I take the remaining steps two at a time and wrench open the front door.

			Caroline scowls at me from the other side of the screen. Suddenly self-conscious, I take a step back, retreating into the entryway. It feels like I am the new girl beneath her scrutiny, not the other way around.

			“Are you going to let me in, or what?” Her voice is hoarse but no less familiar. I bite down on the inside of my cheeks to keep myself from smiling.

			“Right.” I unlatch the screen door and push it open. She barrels inside, Mary Janes tracking dirt onto the rug. “Um, hi.”

			Ivy has joined me at the bottom of the stairs, back pressed against the banister. She looks properly nervous. “Hi,” she adds.

			Caroline raises her eyebrows and glances between us. “Was that you two in the window just now?”

			Ivy blushes. “We weren’t being creepy.”

			“Or maybe we were.” I stare Caroline down, giving my shoulders a tiny shrug the way she used to. It’s her turn to squirm under the heat of my gaze.

			“Is anyone in charge here?” She scans the entryway, as though desperate to free herself from our company.

			“Margaret should be down soon,” I tell her. “But if you need to freshen up, your room is up the stairs and on the left.”

			“Thank you,” Caroline says snippily. “That’s actually useful information.”

			“Willa,” I offer.

			She shakes her head uncomprehendingly. “Will a what?”

			“That’s my name,” I say, laughing a little. Ivy watches our exchange, looking a bit green. The reality of our situation appears to be sinking in. “That’s Ivy.”

			“Cool.” Caroline tosses her ponytail over her shoulder and makes for the stairs. I don’t watch her go. Instead, my attention snags on the sitting room fireplace. Although I’ve never once seen either Dorsey light a fire, there are fresh ashes in the hearth.

			Crossing the first floor at a gallop, I kneel before the fireplace, sifting through the cinders until I find an intact scrap—wide-ruled lines with familiar cursive. Caroline’s notebooks, burned to a crisp.

			I can’t imagine possessing such confidence. Caroline believed in her escape method so wholly that she was willing to destroy all evidence of her other selves. She was so afraid of being known that she has denied me access to her heart. Any clues that might have aided us are gone, from both her notebooks and her brain.

			It’s so unbelievably selfish. Not to mention foolish. She has to start again from square one, with nothing and no one to guide her, not even herself. She will take her secrets to the grave without ever knowing about them.

			I toss the tiny scrap back into the hearth. It floats down slowly, like snow, landing amongst the wreckage. Well then. She’s made her decision, one I’ll wholeheartedly support. Now that she’s returned, I’ll take Margaret’s words to heart. Caroline’s journey will be hers alone. I won’t help her, just as she refused to help me. Pushing myself to my feet, I turn away from Ivy’s questioning gaze and head out the front door into the gray morning air.

			No one can do this on their own, Margaret said, but I’m not. The words of other Willas are out there, and I’m more determined than ever to find them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			A fine mist has descended, delicate as spider silk. It clings to the morning air, making it hard to breathe. Or maybe that’s the adrenaline, my determination so loud it drowns out my own heartbeat. I tug the cuffs of my sweatshirt over my hands as I walk the perimeter of the house, rounding the corner to find Hal, axe high in the air. He swings it down sharply into the center of a block of wood, splitting the log into two halves. He resets his target, then swings again, turning halves into fourths.

			“What’re you doing back here, girl?” He doesn’t look away from his task. Thwap. Reset. Thwap. Reset. It’s a sound I can feel in my teeth.

			“I need to get inside the shed.” There’s no use pretending. Not anymore.

			“Can’t let you do that,” Hal says, resting the handle of his axe on his shoulder. “Missus’s orders.”

			“It’s okay,” I tell him. “Margaret knows. But if it makes you feel better, I’d be happy to flush a sock down the toilet again. Give you something to do.”

			Hal shakes his head, his cheek twitching as he tries not to laugh. “Knew that wasn’t an accident.”

			“Please, Hal.” I have to shout to be heard over the wind. “I want to go home.”

			The old man sighs, his expression unreadable. “Go on, then.” He jerks his chin toward the shed. “Don’t say I never did anything for you.”

			I shoot him a grateful smile, then step inside. Immediately, he returns to his task, dull thumps ringing out on the other side of the wall. I scan the shelves, hoping my own words will call to me. But I feel nothing, other than a pang of pity when my eyes catch the gap on the shelf where Caroline’s notebooks used to be.

			She made her decision. But I still have a chance.

			Exhaling, I spin slowly in a circle, trying to decide where to start. I don’t want to continue my chaotic search, haphazardly pulling books from their spaces, crossing my fingers and praying for recognizable handwriting. That could take days. I need answers now.

			If only Margaret had offered to explain her shelving system. Had handed me the key that would unlock the inner workings of her brain. But I knew better than to ask. This journey is my journey, after all.

			I sink to the ground, back resting against the door. Maybe if I look at the room from a new angle. But all I see from down here are towering shelves above and cobwebs below. Cobwebs, and…a notebook.

			Of course. How many times did Ivy sit exactly where I am now, tallying the number of notebooks that belonged to each girl? I’d given her the task as busywork, something to do while she kept an eye on Caroline, but never actually checked on her progress.

			I tug her book from its hiding place, blowing dust from the cover, running a finger down the line of names and numbers, hoping to find a pattern. But for just as many first names as Ivy has recorded, there are an equal number of blank spaces. Hardly any girls have last names, and the ones who do are often accompanied by question marks—Becker? she’s written, then beside it: Decker?? She only made it through the first two rows of shelves to my left before growing bored and sketching a bouquet of flowers.

			When her work picks up on the next page, she’s moved on to the shelf opposite the window. It offers more of the same. Nadia—7, Mei—9, ???—6, Aisha—3, ???—8, Imogen—8, Laurel Lee (middle? last?)—10. Ivy Matthews—3. Beside her name she’s drawn a smattering of stars.

			I flip back to the first page and squint at the recorded last names. Acosta. Becker?/Decker? Then turn to the page that holds the middle shelf. Lee. Matthews. It couldn’t be that simple, could it? I turn to the next page, scanning Ivy’s list of the notebooks on the third shelf until I find Caroline’s name. Caroline Radcliffe, fifteen lines above Daniella Santos.

			Oh.

			It’s so obvious I want to kick myself. The notebooks are shelved in alphabetical order, but since most girls never bothered to write their full names, the pattern didn’t easily emerge. I want to laugh. I want to cry. Instead, I turn my attention to the shelf that lives to the left of the door, the one Ivy hadn’t finished cataloguing, on the hunt for Willa Childs.

			I count the spines based on Ivy’s numbers and start pulling out notebooks somewhere after maybe-Becker. Heart hammering, I flip through book after book, shoving them back onto the shelf until I peel open a cover and am finally, finally met with my own messy scrawl. I’ve done it. I’ve found myself. I’m so excited I could scream. Instead, I gather all the notebooks with my handwriting—eight total—and hug them to my chest.

			I do as Caroline did and take them with me as I exit the shed. Only, instead of destroying my words, I’m going to savor them.

			“Find what you were looking for?” Hal asks, appraising my plunder. He’s tripled the size of his woodpile in the time I’ve been inside.

			“Thanks to you,” I call before pushing through the back door and into the kitchen. Inside, Margaret and Caroline are rising from their chairs, new girl orientation evidently finished.

			Caroline frowns at me, the twist of her face so familiar it nearly makes me laugh. “What are those?”

			“Oh, uh.” I glance down at my armful of notebooks, then up at Margaret. “Homework.” The old woman nods.

			“Ugh.” Caroline wrinkles her nose. “I thought we’d get a break from that here.”

			“Oh, the work here is never done,” I say, winking as I pass her in the hall. Then I scurry up the stairs and shut myself in my room, back pressed against the door as I struggle to catch my breath. With a bone-chilling jolt, I remember the Drowned Lady. She still stands, dripping, in the corner.

			I swear, dropping my notebooks in the process. “What do you want from me?” I don’t know why I keep asking when I know she can’t answer. But to my astonishment, she moves, her attention turning from me to the journals on the floor.

			Hope flutters against my rib cage. Maybe there’s something within the pages of these journals that will help me understand her. Something another Willa has witnessed that will exorcise this ghost from me once and for all.

			I sink to the floor, gathering the notebooks and laying them out around me in a half circle. Afternoon light slips through the thin curtains, casting shadows on the wall above my bed. I pick up the notebook from my first cycle, jaw tense, nerves prickling the base of my skull. I don’t know what I’ll find within these pages, what I’ll learn about myself beneath the watchful no-eyes of my ghost.

			Patterns emerge quickly as I flip through the contents of each journal. Confusion as I try to determine what I am doing at Dorsey House. Fear and wonder as I get to know Caroline and Ivy. Disbelief as I uncover the truth of the cycles. Devastation as I remember Trevor. Blank pages, once the memory of his death becomes too much for me to bear.

			The soaking-wet figure haunting my dreams does not appear until the second-to-last notebook—marked by Margaret as my seventh. I name her the Drowned Lady in the eighth. In the rest of the journals, she isn’t mentioned at all.

			Margaret was right. I’ve never made it this far.

			Variations appear in my relationship with Caroline and Ivy. Sometimes I wield the power, introducing them to this strange new world. In others, like this version of me, they have the upper hand. But they are not always cruel. In fact, most times we forge a tentative friendship. After all, we share the same goal—to, and I quote, get the fuck out of here—one I abandon every time I remember my brother.

			It’s no wonder Carolivy were angry with me. I’m the reason for all eight of my resets. Not because I wanted to go home, but because I wanted to forget.

			The problem is that grief is not transmutable. I can’t pass it off to anyone but myself. Each time I restarted, I didn’t escape my pain. I only deferred it. When I walked into the water, I started over, yes, but I didn’t start different. Every single time, I ended up in the same place: forced to face the truth of Trevor’s death.

			My sessions with Margaret change too. Some memories are the same—the way my friends slowly slipped away after Trevor’s passing, the way Peter seemed to hate me, the way Mom’s grief turned her angry and alienating. Others are new, memories that weren’t unlocked in this version of me.

			I’m thirteen and at the kitchen table, I recounted in one journal. I’ve just put Trevor to bed and am trying desperately to make sense of my science homework when Mom comes home from the diner, smelling like onion rings and covered in oil stains. I tell her that Miri asked me not to bring Trevor when I come to her house anymore. Mom’s eyes narrow. “What do you mean? Has he made any trouble?” I shake my head. “He mostly colors, but she said it’s weird that I bring my little brother everywhere.”

			Mom’s eyes flash with anger. “Did you tell her your mother works two jobs?” I nod. She knows, but she doesn’t understand. “Well, if your brother can’t go,” Mom says, “you can’t go either.”

			“I’m going to lose my friends,” I protest, but she simply shakes her head.

			“He’s your family, Willa. He is your responsibility first and foremost. How would you feel, if something happened to him because you wanted to go the mall?” She sighs, running a hand through her hair. The grays have started to poke through. “I’m doing my best. I need you to do your best too.”

			My blood runs cold. At the time, Mom probably thought she was instilling selflessness into a thirteen-year-old girl. But her warning was prescient and, in retrospect, feels a lot like blame. The day he died, I had practically forced him to go run around the neighborhood with his friends. I was desperate to paint my nails and watch a movie at Miri’s without having to think about feeding or entertaining my brother. I wanted a chance to worry about only myself. Look how that turned out.

			From the corner of the room comes an unsettling squelch. I look up from my journal just in time to see the kelp usually wrapped around the Drowned Lady’s arms and neck slip from her shoulders onto the floor, where it disintegrates in the puddle of water at her feet. The Drowned Lady shivers, twisting her wrists and rolling her shoulders as though she’s just regained feeling in her limbs. It’s a motion so remarkably human that it sets me on edge. Something is changing within her. Could this be a side effect of my words?

			I clutch the notebook with white knuckles, but she doesn’t move again. She remains, slightly altered. Watching her warily, I reach for another notebook, another memory.

			We scattered his ashes on a Tuesday. I wore one of Mom’s black dresses, from when she used to hostess at that restaurant in the city. It didn’t fit, but it didn’t matter what I looked like. We couldn’t afford a new one, not with how much it costs to burn a body. I never thought about that—that you have to pay someone to turn a person into ashes. But there was a bill.

			The memorial was small, just close friends—Mom’s from the diner and the hotel, Trevor’s from school, dry-eyed but horrified. Their mothers flocked to Mom. “You poor thing,” they said, holding her close, grateful their sons were safely alive, stuffed into little black suits they could return after dry cleaning. No one said anything to me. As though his death wasn’t mine to mourn too. As though they knew if only I’d stayed home, he’d still be here.

			My fault, they said with their silence.

			Miri came, but she stayed in the back. A half-hearted wave, her face pale. Mrs. Garcia gave Mom a hug, said she always loved having Trevor in her home. Mom looked at me over her shoulder. Stricken.

			My fault, she said with her eyes.

			Tears paint my cheeks, my chest painfully tight. This memory has opened a Pandora’s box of ache. I remember getting home from the funeral, shutting myself in my room and screaming into my pillow, hoping Mom would hear me and comfort me. She never came.

			Wiping my tears away with my sleeve, I catch sight of something strange. Blinking wildly to reset my vision, I look closer. The Drowned Lady’s skin, usually blue-tinged and mottled, has begun to pale, as though aging in reverse, recomposing. Her dark veins retreat, her skin now smooth and supple. Youthful, even.

			With each memory I reclaim, each precise pain I hold, she changes. Remember, she has urged me time and time again. I am finally following her instruction, and as I put the pieces together, as I help myself see the bigger picture, she’s becoming clearer too.

			Another journal, this one with only six pages filled. In this iteration, Carolivy don’t speak to me. The Drowned Lady does not appear. I have nothing to do, nothing to distract me from the way my hair smells like smoke, the way I arrive at Dorsey House still covered in ash. This version of Willa seems to set things on fire. The edges of the cardboard cover are burned, ash smeared across the inside. I don’t understand, I wrote in a trembling hand, why I would burn it all down. I feel nothing at the strike of a match. No awe when wood catches aflame. What reason would I have to destroy what little I have left? What kind of person would let her entire world go up in smoke?

			Copper blooms on my tongue and I realize I’ve been biting the inside of my cheek. I relax my jaw, tongue soaking up the blood, as I stare down at my own disbelief, this time directed not at the goings-on of Dorsey House but at myself.

			Why would I start a fire? It’s the same question I had when I arrived, unable to remember anything from the night of my alleged arson. But a fire doesn’t fit me. I wouldn’t burn anything on purpose. I wouldn’t destroy our home. A baby lived there. I’m not a monster.

			Closing the notebook, I hang my head in my hands. I’ve been so wrapped up with everything at Dorsey House—a ghost, Carolivy, Margaret’s sessions, Trevor’s death—that I nearly forgot the reason I’m here in the first place.

			A fire I can’t remember. One I supposedly started. All I’ve ever known is the aftermath: the ash and soot, the tickle in my throat and the ache in my lungs.

			I can’t make it make sense.

			Without the rustling of pages, my room is silent. Unsettlingly so. Before, there was a constant soundtrack, so consistent that I was almost able to tune it out: the plink, plink, plink of dripping water. The Drowned Lady’s calling card.

			Now, nothing. Swallowing thickly, I turn my eyes toward her. The puddle of water at her feet has vanished. Her hair, usually so dark with water as to be an imperceptible color, is beginning to dry lighter. And though her features are still indiscernible, her eye sockets empty and her mouth nothing but a faint smudge, I can’t help but feel like I am onto something. I am making progress.

			“Am I getting closer?”

			This time, she nods.

			Your journey is your journey, Margaret says, which means that I am the through line. It isn’t just about my time at Dorsey House, I realize. It matters how I got here. How the fire started and why. Until I know what happened that night, I won’t know what I’m fighting. Until I understand what brought me here, I’ll never know how to get free.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Margaret is in the library, knitting the same sock she’s been working on for days.

			“What is it, Willa?” she calls after I’ve paced in front of the door long enough to scuff the floor wax.

			I hesitate, the words getting stuck in my throat. I needed Margaret in order to remember Trevor, but there’s something else forced even further into the shadowy corners of my mind. If I’m going to excavate it, I’ll need help. Help I’ve been too afraid to ask for, the wall surrounding my hardened heart keeping me from those who might finally answer my pleas.

			I cannot do this alone.

			I take a deep breath and step into the room. “Will you help me remember the fire?”

			Margaret’s eyebrows lift in soft surprise. “Very well.” She gestures to the chair beside her, but I shake my head.

			“Not here.” There’s someone else who needs to witness my remembering.

			I lead Margaret upstairs to the yellow room, the place in Dorsey House that feels the most mine. When I open the door to reveal the Drowned Lady, looking far more human than she has ever appeared before, Margaret’s eyes do not glaze over her, nor does she scream.

			“I see.” Although her reaction is tempered, the moment is charged. Something almost like a smile plays across the old woman’s lips. The fact that she can see the ghost feels like a good sign. That she seems to approve of her presence, even better.

			Margaret settles herself on the desk chair while I sink onto the mattress with a creak. My feet are planted firmly on the floor, pointing toward Margaret. The Drowned Lady remains in her corner, ever watchful as gray daylight fights its way through the curtains.

			“I’m scared.” The truth just slips out, words tumbling to the floor like bricks. I’m already black-and-blue from diving into the journals of the other Willas and jamming those memories back into place, but this feels like the finale. The last big secret I’m keeping from myself.

			“I’d be worried if you weren’t,” Margaret says, leaning forward to catch my eye. “This isn’t easy.” Her expression softens as she notices the notebooks on the bed. “You’ve come a long way, Willa. Do this not just for this you, but for every version of you that has passed through this house. It’s time.”

			She leaves no room for argument. No way to protest.

			“Are you ready?” I nod. “All right, then,” Margaret says. “Close your eyes. Breathe in. Remember.”

			My breath hitches, jaw clenches, hands curl into fists. Fingernails dig into the soft flesh of my palm. My body resists, my mind rebels. Stay, it whispers, one last attempt at self-preservation. Bury it deep. Look away.

			But despite my own urging, I lean into the unknown. The world unspools around me, and I am back in the town house, alone, knees pulled into my chest, huddled in the corner where wall and bed meet. A lavender-scented candle is lit on my desk, casting shadows on the wall.

			I sit still as a statue. My eyes are heavy, my mind foggy, my limbs lethargic. My full-size mattress is littered with sweatshirts and schoolbooks, capless pens bleeding onto my new comforter, an empty bottle of sleeping pills prescribed to my mother. My phone screen glows, lit up with my texts to Miri. I sent her a message twenty minutes ago: I miss you. She has yet to respond.

			“How do you feel?” Margaret asks, and the sound of her voice sends a wave of nausea up my spine and into my throat. I cough, shivering. The candle on my desk flickers weakly.

			“I think I might be sick.” I can’t tell if I am speaking in my memory or to Margaret.

			“What will you do?” she asks, as though I have a choice.

			I try to rise, but my head slumps, chin hitting my chest. Were it not for the wall behind me, I might be unable to remain upright. The feeling in my fingers starts to fade, the pins and needles like white noise. My tongue has gone numb. My vision tunnels, black rushing forward to envelop me wholly. A voice calls to me from the back of my mind. Give up.

			No, not give up. I try to focus, straining to hear over the hammering of my heartbeat, the blood roaring in my ears. Get up.

			“Willa, get up.” The command comes not from Margaret but from another voice altogether.

			I will myself awake, stretching my eyelids like a yawn. I’m seeing double: two flames dancing on my desk, two shadows hovering in the doorway. I shake my head dully. One shadow in the doorway. Long hair, skin pearlescent in the moonlight.

			Terror strikes like lightning, jolting me upright. I blink until I can see straight.

			“Get up,” the Drowned Lady says again, through gritted teeth. “Undo it.”

			I rise, whether of my own volition or because of her command I do not know. In this part of the memory, I no longer inhabit my body but look down from above. I don’t recognize myself as I stumble forward, face pale, hip knocking my desk as I hurry toward the bathroom to expel the contents of my stomach. The candle overturns onto the unpacked cardboard box that currently serves as my dresser, setting my entire wardrobe alight in a matter of seconds. From the hallway, I hear a scream. Inside my room, my comforter goes up in flames.

			Back in Dorsey House, my eyes fly open. Margaret peers at me with concern.

			“I did start the fire,” I say uneasily. The girl in the memory is unfamiliar—her slow, languid movements don’t make sense in my body. She had no self-awareness, so unlike my constant, careful sense of self. I’m ashamed that the fire started just as the newspapers said: with a foolish girl and an open flame.

			Margaret purses her lips. “Why?”

			“What do you mean why?” I shake my head to clear it. “I knocked a candle onto a cardboard box. It was an accident.”

			“Why did you knock it over?” Margaret clarifies.

			Dread sloshes through my stomach. “What?”

			“Did you do it on purpose?” she presses.

			“Of course not.” The Drowned Lady’s face swims to the surface of my memory, calling my name, shaking me awake. “I didn’t feel well. I overturned the candle on my way to the bathroom.”

			“What was the matter with you?” Margaret stares intently at me. Her gray eyes are a storm.

			“I don’t know.” Try as I might, I can’t reconcile the memory with what I know about myself.

			“Then try again,” Margaret insists. “You can do this.”

			Maybe I can, but I don’t want to. I want to flee, want to declare the whole session a bust, want to run straight for the sea and start over, blissful in my forgetting.

			But forgetting would mean giving up. Not just on me but on every version of myself that has struggled through the remembering. I won’t let fear drive me away. Not now, when I am so close to understanding.

			“Well?” Margaret stares at me expectantly.

			“Okay.” I purse my lips and nod. “Again.”

			Eyes closed, head spinning, nauseated, dizzy. I’m in the town house again, my room. I check my phone. Same day, thirty minutes earlier. The text to Miri is freshly sent. Response bubbles. She’s typing. Then they disappear. Mom sings a lullaby to the baby across the hall. The television is on downstairs, muffled through the floor.

			My journal is open, a photo taped to the lined page. I run a finger across my brother’s face. Trevor’s hair is freshly shorn for his first day of second grade. Beside him, I pose in my first-day-of-middle-school clothes. His arms are flung around my waist, his smile wide despite his missing teeth. We both look happy. Healthy. Alive.

			My cheeks are wet. All the scenes I relived during my sessions with Margaret have compounded. All my feelings of wrongness, not-enough-ness, my fear of being unlovable and unforgivable, all have coalesced into this moment. My friends don’t know how to talk to me. My mom and Peter don’t know how to love me more than what they’ve lost.

			But worst of all, I know the reason for the hole in my heart. My funny, kind, goofy, obnoxious, wonderful brother, is dead. I have to live with the knowledge that if I hadn’t let him out of my sight that day, everything might be different.

			The past is what holds people back. But Mom has a real chance to start over with Peter. They have a new baby, have built a new family. Trevor was erased from our lives, albeit accidentally. I’m the only holdover, the only relic of her former life. I could erase myself, too. Stamp out the problem. Make it quick, maybe even painless.

			“How?” the Drowned Lady asks, soft as silk.

			I watch myself with tender horror as I set the scene. Make it serene. A lavender candle taken from the bathroom downstairs. A box of matches from the junk drawer in the kitchen.

			“Good night, Willa,” Peter calls to me from the couch.

			“Night.” I hardly recognize my voice, the way it wobbles, a cry for attention.

			A bottle of sleeping pills from Mom’s medicine cabinet, the ones she was prescribed after Trevor’s accident. I tuck them into the waistband of my sweatpants.

			My footsteps must be too loud in the hall. Mom sticks her head out from the baby’s room. “You going to bed, babe?”

			“Think so,” I say tightly, trying not to rattle the pills and give myself away.

			“Well, if you can’t sleep, you’re welcome to come sit with us. Going to be a long night with this one, I can feel it.” Her eyes are clouded with exhaustion, spit-up dried on her shoulder. There’s no way the invitation is genuine.

			“Sure,” I lie. “Maybe.”

			Back in my room, my shaking hands fumble with the matches as I light the candle. I turn off the lamp. Choke down two handfuls of pills that turn my tongue and throat chalky. I sit on the bed and lean back against the wall. I close my eyes. I wait.

			This is good, I tell myself, but there’s an edge to my voice. An uncertainty. A tinge of regret. This is what everyone wants.

			“But what do you want, Willa?” The Drowned Lady’s voice cuts through the static. She is standing in the doorway.

			“What’s happening?” Margaret urges.

			But the Drowned Lady holds up a finger. Wait. I watch her from the bed until my head grows too heavy to hold. Dread courses through me. My tongue is tinged with the metallic taste of regret.

			I try to speak. Try to call out. To scream. But my mouth no longer works. In fact, it feels like it has disappeared completely. When I struggle to raise my head, my eyes grasp the Drowned Lady. She frowns with thin pink lips.

			She moves toward me, holding out her hand, palm up, just like before. She is here for me, I remind myself. She snapped me out of my stupor. She cares about me.

			But why?

			Fingers tingling, arm as heavy as a cast-iron pan, I reach for her. Our hands meet and the world flips on its axis. I am fading; my spirit, my soul, my blood, my bones, all of it rushes toward her with an oceanic roar. She shivers and shakes, undergoing her final transformation, her features snapping into focus. My eyelids grow heavy, but before they close, I finally catch a glimpse of the Drowned Lady’s face. I recognize her immediately. I’d know that face anywhere.

			Because it’s mine.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			I come back to consciousness gasping for air. My lungs ache and my vision swims as the yellow wallpaper snaps into focus. Fingers curled into my quilt, I try desperately to regain my breath. To center myself. After all, I’m safe here.

			Aren’t I?

			“Willa, what did you see?” Margaret peers at me with concern, gray eyes wide as she studies my stricken expression.

			But I’m not looking at her. My gaze is fixed instead on the ghost in the corner. The ghost with my face, my hair, my eyes. The Drowned Lady is even dressed in the same clothes I was wearing that night, her skin streaked with ash and soot. She’s me, with just one difference: She’s dead.

			But that can’t be. Because I’m here, at Dorsey House, with two other girls who are very much alive.

			Aren’t they?

			I wrecked my mom’s Mercedes, Caroline said with a roll of her eyes.

			It’s all a little hazy, Ivy admitted as she tried to recall the reason she was here. It’s illegal, where I live.

			A car crash. A backdoor abortion. A house fire. All viable ways for a teenage girl to die. But that couldn’t…We aren’t…

			Are we?

			I turn my disbelief toward Margaret. “Did I…?” I can’t bring myself to say the word. It’s too monumental. “In the fire?”

			Margaret doesn’t seem surprised by the turn this conversation has taken. She nods, just once, in confirmation.

			The room starts to spin, my vision tunneling as the dark reaches up to grab me by the throat. I tried to die, and then I did, despite wanting to take it back immediately, wanting to reverse the most permanent, destructive decision I’ve ever made. This is what the Drowned Lady has been trying to show me. This is what she’s been trying to tell me all this time.

			There are ghosts here, just not the ones I thought.

			“I’m dead.” I mean it as a question, but there’s little room for nuance in a statement so big. Instead, I choke on the words. They’re rancid on my tongue, a bruised, mealy apple crawling with worms. Raw meat spoiling in the sun.

			Margaret’s staid expression flickers. “Not quite.”

			Hope, but half formed, tickles the back of my throat. “What do you mean?”

			“This is a halfway house,” she answers, “in quite a literal sense. You’re somewhere between—not yet dismissed from life, not yet claimed by death.”

			“So what happens?” I press. “Where do I belong?”

			“Your journey is your journey,” Margaret repeats infuriatingly. “You won’t know until you go.”

			My heart sinks. I don’t know why I expected to finally receive a straightforward answer. I almost wish I hadn’t asked at all. “I’d like to be alone.”

			“Of course.” Margaret gets slowly to her feet with a quiet groan. “Take all the time you need.” But once she’s gone, I’m only more aware of the ghost in the corner. I can’t stay here with the suffocating truth of the Drowned Lady, not while she stares at me with my own eyes. I wait until Margaret’s footsteps have faded, and then I slip out of the yellow bedroom too.

			I pause in the hallway. Caroline’s door is ajar. She moves about the room with authority, taking her time unpacking. She arranges her shoes in a line against the baseboard, folds each skirt and drapes each sweater carefully, feeding the hanger through the bottom rather than stretching the collar to slip it on, the way I do. She unzips tiny bags and arranges her perfume and lip stains on the desk. She examines her reflection. Pouts her lips. Frowns. Rubs her eyes, ruining her mascara.

			I step backward, out of her sight line, an ache rising in my chest. She’s different, now that I know what she is. No less intimidating, but sadder. She’s just as alone and afraid as I am, more so, perhaps, for being unable to admit it. She can look at herself in the mirror but not in the eye. She has so many demons yet to face. More ghosts than she knows.

			Ivy passes me on the stairs, a basket of clean laundry tucked beneath her arm. “Everything all right, Willa?” Her voice is knowing. She caught me snooping, then.

			“No.” What’s the harm in honesty? She won’t understand; she can’t understand. Not yet. “She’s going to come looking for a friend soon.” I don’t have to clarify that I mean Caroline. She’s a vampire, unable to survive without someone to feed off. “Don’t let her bleed you dry.”

			Ivy squints at me suspiciously. “You’re being weird. What are you up to?” She’s smarter than I’ve given her credit for. I’m so used to seeing her play second fiddle that it’s easy to forget she’s her own person.

			“Just going down to the beach.” I shrug. “Don’t worry about me.”

			Ivy rolls her eyes. “I won’t.”

			Downstairs, I pluck a coat from the hook by the back door and shrug it on while stepping into my shoes. Outside, the seagrass shudders as I slip past the shed, its newspaper eyes dark, bones creaking in the wind. I step carefully over sticks and around boulders, tightening my core as the path begins to slope downward. Birds squawk and shriek the way I wish I could. Waves crash, welcoming me forward like a lullaby. Their steady rhythm guides me safely onto the sand.

			Driftwood dapples the shoreline, branches and tree trunks set every which way, structures rising from the sand. Forts and ramparts stand guard, a maze of fortress walls and defensive exteriors. I draw in a giant breath, pulling salt and fog into my lungs, before settling myself in Carolivy’s castle, slumped against the stump that once served as a throne.

			The ocean air stings, a thousand tiny cuts aching as I try to hold myself together, arms wrapped tightly around my middle as though to prevent my insides from spilling out. But I can no longer hide from the truth.

			I tried to die.

			In life, I was afraid of being a burden, of being rejected, of being alone. Terrified to ask for help. Even more frightened of accepting it.

			No, I had decided. Better to solve the problem myself, the only way I knew how. Pull the weed up from the root and leave no trace.

			But I hadn’t thought beyond that. Had not imagined this gray in-between, had not realized that all my demons could have been exorcised in life, had I been willing to ask for what I needed. Had I been able to address the pool of hurt I carried with me, that endless, churning grief, as expansive as the sea.

			No, I had only wanted to quiet the noise. To suppress my suffering. I had imagined it would be peaceful. Gentle. Good. But now I know the end. I watched myself gasp and shudder. Watched my light dim. And still, here I am, carrying all that weight.

			Death is not the escape I imagined. It is simply another step in an endless journey. One I might have been able to delay, had I faced my hurt head-on. Grief used its sharpest teeth to devour me, leaving cuts too jagged and uneven to simply stitch back up. Despite my pleading, my missing pieces didn’t regrow. No amount of tears could fill the hole in my heart. Consumed by an all-encompassing guilt, I treated my brother’s death with more importance than I did my own life.

			“Why did I do it?”

			It’s a question I need to answer. And yet, the answer seems so obvious as to be insulting: because I had nothing.

			No. Because I thought I had nothing. Believed that no one cared enough to stop me. That my absence would make everyone’s lives easier. But now I have the whole picture. In that memory, Peter wished me good night. Mom asked me to come sit with her in the baby’s room. I had something; I just couldn’t see it. Didn’t know how to ask for help.

			Did I truly want to die, or did I simply want to stop the world, just for a moment? To reset. To try again.

			That’s what I’ve done here at Dorsey House. Stopped and restarted, over and over again. But there’s a static that comes from such endless repetition. A dull gray monotony that arises from being stuck in the center, never to reach the end. No matter how many times I cleared my head and restarted the cycle, the truth always loomed, fresh pain ready to be born anew. All I did was reopen old wounds instead of giving the ones I had time to heal.

			What might have been different, if I’d given myself that time?

			Behind the clouds, the sun has started to sink, light refracting off the waves so that they seem to shimmer and separate.

			I was too eager, accepted the first offer my brain extended rather than wait for the right one. There was so much more I could have done. So much life I could have lived. And I took that from me, without considering the consequences.

			My palms smack the sand, pulsing with pain. I needed more time. The wind whips my hair into my mouth. I bat it away, frustration mounting. I was all I ever had, but I did this. I failed me. I throw back my head and scream, the sound scratching at my throat, as I finally release all my anger and self-loathing, expunging my fear and my failure from where it has curled around my heart.

			I made a mistake I can’t undo, and Dorsey House was a consequence. There may be more along the way. I won’t know until I go.

			Low tide, and the water trickles back to sea like it’s fleeing from me. The ocean is quiet, but so much turmoil hovers just beneath the surface. The summer I turned seven, Mom taught me about riptides. You can’t fight the current, Willa, she said, so don’t try to swim out of it. Instead, look for the sand, and swim alongside it. Follow the shore. Forward is free. At the time I nodded and simply vowed never to swim out far enough to ever get caught.

			As I sit on the darkening beach, I falter. I don’t have to go. It’s safe here, in stasis. It is comfortable to know what to expect day in and day out. Foggy gray mornings, dusty interiors, nights so dark the stars burn your eyes. Caroline in the room across the hall, Ivy upstairs. I could stay, a bug preserved in amber. Same place, same girl, same fear, same doubt. Nothing to hurt me any more than I have been. But then, nothing to surprise or delight me either. Only oatmeal, for the rest of my days.

			That isn’t a life. It’s not even a death.

			Forward is free, Mom once said. Now, as I stare out at the water, Dorsey House behind me, sand below, sky above, I think I finally know what she meant.

			Don’t fight too hard. Don’t give in too soon. The only way out is through.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			By the time I make it back to the house, night has fully fallen. The howling wind has left the tips of my ears numb, my shoulders tense from shivering, my fingers cramped from being curled tightly in my pockets. The back door creaks as I stumble inside, cold air trailing me into the kitchen, where I find Caroline and Ivy lacing up their shoes.

			Caroline’s scowl softens at the sight of me. “Oh, thank God.” She shrugs off her jacket, letting it splay limply across the floor. “I did not want to go outside.”

			“Margaret asked us to find you,” Ivy explains, bending down to collect Caroline’s discarded outerwear. “Dinner’s ready.”

			My frigid fingers fumble with the buttons on my coat.

			“What were you doing down there, anyway?” Caroline eyes me suspiciously.

			I hang my jacket on the hook by the back door, kick off my sneakers, and move farther into the kitchen, hoping to shake the chill that has settled in my bones. “Just needed to clear my head.”

			“I don’t know how you can think with all that noise.” She wrinkles her nose as she peers out the window at the sea, surveying her surroundings as though it’s the first time, which, for this version of her, it is. “There’s no way I’ll be able to sleep through such a racket.”

			“You get used to it,” I tell her. She will. She’s done it before. “What’s for dinner?”

			It’s Ivy’s turn to grimace. “Something with beans.”

			Naturally. I’d expect nothing less from my last meal.

			We take our seats, Hal and Margaret at either end of the table, Caroline and Ivy on one side, me on the other. Steam rises from our soup bowls, and I skim through the thin liquid with my spoon. I don’t have much of an appetite.

			It’s hard to eat, knowing what I know. Knowing what we are.

			The kitchen is quiet, just the drip of the leaky faucet and the clink of silverware against ceramic. Outside the window, the sky is a stain of black ink, the wind riotous and rough. This could be any other night at Dorsey House. Any old day.

			Of course, only I know it isn’t.

			When everyone has finished, I offer to help Margaret with the dishes. Caroline and Ivy both scamper off, lest they be asked to assist. Hal disappears too, with equally alarming speed. It is just Margaret and me. I wash; she dries. I consider my words; she waits.

			“I’m ready to go.” I scour the bottom of the soup pot, water up to my elbows.

			She polishes the blade of her chef’s knife. “I thought you might be.”

			“How do I…?”

			“The water,” Margaret confirms, eyes fixed on the window.

			I shiver. “Just like that?” It’s difficult to believe that the sea could be so discerning.

			“When you are ready,” Margaret says, “the ocean will know.”

			The drain gurgles as I rinse the soap from the pot. “You certainly haven’t made any of this easy.”

			The old woman looks at me, her gray eyes a storm. “It’s not supposed to be easy, Willa. Not if you were ever going to make it out.”

			I think of all the girls who passed through Dorsey House before me, their words carefully kept in the shed. I’ll soon join their ranks, reduced to handwriting, my growth preserved and salt cured. “You won’t forget me, will you?”

			“They might.” She glances up at the ceiling, where footsteps ring out above us. “But I remember everything, Willa Childs. And that includes you.”

			When the dishes have been put away, the counters cleared and the sink wiped down, Margaret bids me good night. She does not tell me to sleep well or insinuate that she’ll see me in the morning.

			We both know she won’t. At least, not this version of me.

			I make my way up the stairs, pausing on the second-floor landing. Steam shivers from beneath the bathroom door, coconut shampoo pungent and bright. I’m tempted to tiptoe in and scrawl words in the condensation on the mirror, an echo of my own first night. Watch your back, Caroline wrote. I took it as a warning, but what if it was advice?

			Look behind you, it might have meant. You won’t know who you are until you remember who you were.

			I shake my head. Caroline isn’t ready for that yet. But someday, she will be. Ivy, too. When they start to understand, I’ll be long gone, I hope. Yet I couldn’t have gotten here without them, without their pushing and their urging, their little brutalities and their fleeting moments of affection. Whether they remember it or not, they were instrumental in my escape.

			I ought to help them too. Before I go, I’ll leave something for them. Insurance for myself, just in case. I’ve learned from Caroline’s mistakes.

			In the yellow bedroom, the Drowned Lady—the ghost of me—waits. “Soon,” I promise myself before sitting down at the desk. Tearing the cap from a pen with my teeth, I open my Margaret-sanctioned notebook and record the details of this cycle at Dorsey House, not just my dreams, but my waking hours too. I write of the dripping, shadowy figure, a ghost who all along was wearing my face. The truth of my life and my brother’s death, the missing pieces of my memory that made me fear I was at fault and therefore unworthy of love. The way I mistakenly thought I wanted it all to end. The two terrible, beautiful girls who were with me the whole time.

			Not friends, exactly. Our relationship was a consequence of proximity, nothing more. We weren’t good for each other. We weren’t right for each other. But we were here for each other, for better or for worse.

			I write until my eyes blur, until the ink smears and my frenzied determination dulls. Exhaustion takes over. These words aren’t enough to capture everything I’ve learned, but there is plenty to use amidst these haphazard memories. Enough to help put together the pieces. Enough to intimate there is a mystery to be solved. Enough to cement my legacy.

			After all, none of this was permanent, but all of it was real.

			I return my journals to their shelf in the shed. Then I vandalize the single surviving page of Caroline’s notebook with the words Willa Childs was here. That’s all I leave her with. She can work out what I meant.

			Bidding farewell to Dorsey House is more emotional than I expect. I move from room to room, committing the dark wood and antique furniture to memory, hoping I’ll be able to recall the many patterns of wallpaper even after I’ve left this endlessly rainy realm.

			At last, I return to collect the Drowned Lady. I wait until the lights wink out beneath bedroom doors. Then I turn toward her, toward myself, and hold out a hand. “The ocean awaits.”

			The night is calm; the wind holds its breath. Seagrass tickles my calves and kelp squishes beneath my shoes. It isn’t until my feet touch sand that it really hits me.

			This is it.

			“Any last words?” I ask the Drowned Lady as we make our way down to the water. She offers me a tight-lipped smile, a tiny shake of her head. I can only assume that she will disappear when I do. Still, it feels right to go together.

			“Well, I’m frightened,” I tell her—no, me? “I don’t remember what this feels like. What if I drown?” She cocks her head at me. Frowns. “Right. That’s not how it works.” I exhale, shaking out my limbs, too much adrenaline building up and making them ache. “Forward is free.” She nods, looking impatient.

			“All right,” I tell her. “I’m going.” But I don’t. I turn to give Dorsey House a final look. The sprawling Victorian clinging to the cliff is no longer intimidating, the way it was the first time I climbed its front steps. I’m stronger now. Braver, at least nine times over.

			What a gift, to have been myself more than once. To have tried and failed and found myself still standing. To know that I have weathered storms and come out safely on the other side.

			And now, at last, I’m ready for whatever comes next.

			I step into the sea, frigid water nipping at my toes. I wade forward, shivering, as the water level rises, reaching my calves, then my knees, hitting my thighs, lapping at my waist.

			The Drowned Lady remains on land, watching. Waiting.

			My bare feet push off from the rocky ocean floor, and I swim out to face my future. Salt coats my lips and tongue as I splutter through the water. Soon I’m so far from the beach that I can no longer see myself on the shore.

			When my arms start to shake from exhaustion, I lie on my back and stare up at the sky. The moon offers me just the sliver of a smile, the stars twinkling like city lights.

			“I’m ready!” I shout, and my voice is so, so small amidst the endless expanse of ocean. I thought it would be over faster. I thought I would be free. Instead, I’m all alone, frightened and shivering, fighting to stay afloat.

			Maybe that’s the problem. After all this, I’m still treading water.

			Give it all up—my doubt, my fight, my fear. Give myself over to the ocean, to the waves that jostle and crash around me. Once I do, a hand reaches for me through the silver surf.

			I’m not alone.

			I never really was.

			When the Drowned Lady pulls me under, I go with her willingly.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Fire, on the other side of my closed eyes. A darting, sweeping flame, orange-gold light straining through the thin skin of my eyelids. Is this hell? Everything’s on fire, even me. I brace myself for blistering pain. For the scent of searing flesh to assail my nose.

			Instead, I’m met with rhythmic beeping. The rustle of fabric. Antiseptic. Someone clearing their throat.

			“Willa?” The voice is unfamiliar, professionally concerned.

			I peel open my eyelids only to be met with a flashlight, piercing white light burning into my retinas.

			“Sorry.” That same voice, belonging to someone I can’t see, the same person who has impeded my vision. “Didn’t realize you were awake. Hold on.”

			It’s a struggle to lift my arms. Only my left hand is mobile. I use it to rub my eyes in hopes that my vision will clear. When it does, I see why my right hand is useless—it’s stuck with needles and plastic tubes attached to an IV line.

			“What’s happening?” I ask, blinking at the beige hospital room. Under the fluorescent light, I can’t tell if it’s day or night. “Where’s my mom?” Each word is agony as it scratches against my throat.

			Panic sets my heart racing, loud beeping alerting the whole world to my anxiety. If I’m here, who’s to say that Peter or Miles or my mom aren’t hooked up to some hospital machine too?

			“Don’t worry, Willa, it’s all right.” That voice again, belonging to a nurse in teal scrubs whose name tag reads Taylor. “Your mom just went to the cafeteria. She’s been sitting watch all night. We’re paging her now.”

			“She’s okay?” The machine hasn’t stopped beeping. “And the baby? Peter?”

			“Everyone’s fine, Willa,” Taylor tells me. “Though you gave us quite a scare there for a minute.”

			“My house? Is it…?” I shake my head, wishing I could get up, find my phone, understand the magnitude of my situation. I catch sight of the faded blue hospital gown. “Did they cut off my clothes? I loved that sweatshirt.”

			Taylor laughs softly. “I’m going to let your mom handle all that. I’m just here to check your vitals. She’ll be here soon, though.”

			I slump back against the pillow. It’s only now that I can feel the dull ache of my body, survey the soot and ash streaked across my skin. I don’t need a mirror to know what I look like. I’ve seen myself just like this. My eyes are unbearably dry. I squeeze them shut, hoping to eke out some moisture, but just as I do, I hear footsteps thundering against the vinyl flooring.

			“Willa?” Mom rushes into my room, crying enough for the both of us. She gathers me into her arms with no regard for my IV lines, pulling me toward her and weeping into my hair. “I was so scared.”

			“Mom, I’m so sorry,” I mumble into her shoulder. “It was an accident, I didn’t mean…I didn’t want…”

			“I know, babe.” She finally pulls away and stares at me with red-ringed eyes. It looks as though she hasn’t slept in days.

			“Is Peter pissed?” A whisper this time. Men have left Mom for far less than her daughter burning down a house.

			“That’s not important right now.” Mom squeezes my left hand, eyes wild. “Willa, what were you thinking, taking all those sleeping pills? The hospital had to pump your stomach. You could have died.”

			I did, sort of, but I don’t tell her that. She wouldn’t understand. I barely understand it myself.

			“I thought I’d lost you, Willa,” she says, shaking her head. “I was so…” Mad at you, I expect her to say. But instead, her eyes glisten. “Furious with myself. I saw that you were struggling, but things were so hectic with the baby, and I was holding my own pain. You’re so strong, Willa, that sometimes I forget you’re just a kid. My kid. I should have been there for you, should have made sure you knew that I never blamed you for what happened to Trevor. I’m so sorry. It wasn’t your fault.”

			And then we’re both crying, tears soaking the thin blanket. When Taylor returns, she keeps a respectful distance, then smiles. “The doctors just want to run some tests, and then I think we can talk about getting you home.”

		

	
		
			After

			One month after the fire, Mom declares she needs to get out of the hotel room or she’ll lose her mind. We go to the beach—Mom, Miles, and me—while Peter heads to the town house to argue with the contractor. At first I don’t know if I can stomach it, to stand on sand and stare out at the sea without Dorsey House behind me, Carolivy by my side. I don’t know if I can face the water, remembering the way the Drowned Lady dragged me under.

			But when Mom pulls into the parking lot, my jaw unclenches, my shoulders relax. The sky is blue, the clouds wispy and white. Sun shines down on colorful towels and umbrellas that dot the sand as far as the eye can see. There is no gnarled driftwood, no stinking kelp or shifting shadows. Just people, splashing in the water. People, smiling on the shore.

			Miles and I build a sandcastle—well, I do, while he’s strapped to my chest. Mom hides behind her sunglasses, sneaking in a well-deserved nap. I hum softly and the baby babbles while I dig a moat, his bald head covered by a sun hat. How frightening it must be, to all of a sudden exist. To live without context. To be faced with a world you don’t yet understand.

			We’re not so different, the baby and me. Both of us afraid. Both of us facing a new life. Someday he’s going to need a guide. Someone to teach him about riptides, someone to help him multiply fractions, to tell him ghost stories. He’ll be a person one day. A person who will never meet Trevor, or Peter’s daughter Sarah, but who will know of them. Will be of them. And together, we will remember.

			I can offer him that.

			A shout, from the water. Waves crash. The ocean roars. If I squint, I can almost see a girl on the horizon, dark hair bobbing in the water, before she’s swallowed by the sea. I hold my breath, panic sparking through me. But then she emerges, swimming back to shore. She looks nothing like me. This close, she’s almost blond.

			I exhale sharply and grab another handful of sand, reinforcing my castle walls. I left those ghosts behind. I left that me behind. This isn’t the dull gray world I haunted.

			Everything looks different in the light.
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