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Boston, 1858

“What about a ghost story?”

A shiver ran through Timothy Fier. I’m frozen that’s all, he thought. We spent too much time on the Boston Common—sledding, having snowball fights, building snowmen.

“A ghost story around the fire! How perfect!” Betsy Thornton cried. Her cheeks bright red from the cold.

“Yes! Yes! Someone must tell a ghost story at once!” Edwina Weston called from across the Fiers’ library.

Maybe this is the time to tell the story, Timothy thought. Maybe if I tell it, I will finally be able to forget it. “I know one,” Timothy announced. He forced himself to smile at the large group of friends gathered around him.

The family’s thin, old cook shot Timothy a startled glance. The mugs of cider rattled on the tray she held in her hands, and she shook her head.

She doesn’t want me to tell the ghost story, he realized. But it’s time. It is time.

Outside the library window, the sun began to set. The shadows lengthened across the room. Like fingers reaching for me, Timothy thought.

“I know a ghost story about an evil little boy,” Timothy told his friends. “But you do not want to hear it.”

“Of course we do!” Clyde Lorring called from the window seat.

“You must tell us,” Edwina agreed.

Timothy took a long sip of hot cider. He stared around at his friends. Their eyes gleamed in the light from the fire in the big marble fireplace.

“Do not be so quick to answer,” he advised. “You see, it is a true story. And so scary it could certainly frighten a body to death.”

“Oooohhhh!” Clyde moaned. He leaned down and grabbed Martha Bradley’s neck in both hands. She gave a high-pitched squeal, and everyone laughed.

You will not be laughing for long, Timothy thought.

“You must tell the story,” Betsy cried. “We are willing to take the risk. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” cried several of the others.

Timothy took another sip of cider. “All right, I will tell the story on one condition.” He moved his gaze from face to face. “No one may interrupt . . . and no one may leave until the story is finished.”

Martha set her embroidery down on the chaise lounge. “You are trying to frighten us before your story even begins,” she scolded. She shook her finger at him playfully.

“And it is working,” Edwina added with a nervous laugh. “I bet I won’t have any fingernails left when you are finished with your tale.”

Timothy shrugged. “If you are already afraid, perhaps you should leave before I begin.”

“Never,” Ethan Chase exclaimed from his perch on the arm of the sofa. But his voice broke.

A chorus of laughter filled the library. Ethan’s cheeks turned bright red.

Then everyone stared at Timothy.

Waiting.

“I will have to change a few names, of course,” he explained, “to protect the survivors of this account. All else will be strictly as it was told to me. And as far as I know, completely true.”

A deep hush fell over the room.

Even though he stood in front of the fireplace, with the heat baking his back and legs, Timothy felt another shiver run through him.

Do not let your fear stop you, Timothy told himself. Tell them. Tell them everything.

“The story begins in New York,” he began at last. “More than ten years ago . . .”
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New York, 1847

“Why did we have to fight last night? Why did we have to fight the night he died?” Tears burned Maggie Alston’s eyes. She drew in a long breath, fighting to compose herself.

Her older sister, Henrietta, gently stroked Maggie’s long red hair. “Oh, Maggie, I shall never forgive myself for attending that silly recital at the Garfields’. Never! How terrible for you to be all alone with father when he . . .”

Maggie heard her sister stifle a sob. You will never know how awful it was, Henrietta, she thought.

Yesterday’s grisly scene flooded Maggie’s mind.

She heard her poor father’s gurgling scream.

Then she raced down the hall in her nightgown. She found him on his knees in the front parlor. Blood matted the silver hairs of his goatee and spattered the front of his white nightdress.

His old gray eyes filled with terror as he coughed and gagged, bringing up more blood.

Maggie screamed for help. Screamed and screamed. But it was useless, There was no one home to hear her cries. And by the time Dr. Marston arrived . . .

Maggie shook her head. She could not bear to think about it.

“Do you know what hurts most horribly?” she asked Henrietta. “We were fighting. Just yesterday. Oh, Hen, why did I always fight with him? Why?”

“You inherited father’s temper,” Henrietta replied with a sad smile. She smoothed a loose strand of her dull brown hair back into its bun.

“Yes,” Maggie agreed. “We had so many horrible, pointless arguments. And I treated him hideously last night. What if he died thinking I . . . thinking I didn’t love him . . .” Maggie buried her face in her hands.

Henrietta wrapped her arms around Maggie and rocked her back and forth. “He knew you loved him, of course he knew,” she whispered.

At least I still have Henrietta, Maggie thought.

Their mother died when Maggie was six. Henrietta was only nine—but she took on the job of mothering Maggie. Comforting her when she woke up after a nightmare. Listening to her problems.

Dearest Hen.

Maggie gazed up at her sister with a tiny smile. “If not for you, I do not think I could bear this.”

“We must be strong,” Henrietta agreed. “We must be very strong.”

Someone knocked on the door.

Henrietta cleared her throat. “Come in,” she called, her voice thick.

Colleen, the maid, entered and curtsied. Her round cheeks appeared bright red.

“Yes?” Henrietta asked.

“Two constables are here to see you, miss,” the maid answered.

Maggie stood up slowly. “Constables?”

“I told them that you were not at home to visitors, miss, but they insisted on speaking with you both.” Colleen twisted her hands in her apron.

“Do they know that we are in mourning?” Henrietta asked.

Maggie heard her sister’s voice tremble. Poor Hen, she thought. It’s not fair for her always to be taking care of me. I must take care of her too.

“Yes, miss. I told them,” Colleen answered.

“Show them in at once!” Maggie cried, feeling her temper flare. “I want to inform them that they should have more respect for a man’s grieving family.”

“Very good, miss.”

The maid returned a moment later with two constables. The men wore blue frock coats with shiny badges. Maggie noticed the revolvers tucked into their belts, along with clubs of hard wood. She shivered. What could they possibly want here?

The constables quickly removed their caps. One of the men was old and bald. The other was young, with red hair almost as fiery as Maggie’s.

“You are the Alston sisters?” the bald constable asked, peering at Maggie and Henrietta in turn.

Henrietta grabbed Maggie’s hand and gave it a squeeze. She doesn’t want me to lose my temper, Maggie thought. She pressed her lips tightly together and let her sister answer.

“Yes, this is Margaret Alston,” Henrietta said. “I am Henrietta Alston.”

“We are very sorry to intrude on you at a time like this,” continued the older constable.

“Terribly sorry,” the red-haired constable agreed. He blushed so hard that his freckles darkened.

“But what is the matter?” Maggie snapped. “You say you do not wish to intrude, but here you are! And our father scarcely cold in his grave.”

“Maggie,” Henrietta said warningly.

“We have received an alarming report from Dr. Marston, your father’s physician,” the bald constable explained. He hesitated, staring intently at Maggie and Henrietta. “It seems . . .”

“Seems?” Maggie prompted impatiently.

“It seems your father did not die a natural death. It seems someone poisoned him.”

Maggie felt as if the room had instantly grown dark. The only sound she could hear was the ticking of the pendulum clock. Each tick so much louder than usual. Her head spun. I am going to faint! she thought.

“He was murdered?” she gasped.

“Dr. Marston has made an error,” Henrietta said firmly and calmly. But her face appeared pasty white.

“No mistake,” the older constable replied.

“But—but who would have done such a thing?” Maggie cried. She clenched her hands into fists. If someone had murdered her father, they would pay. Maggie would make them pay.

“That’s what we wanted to ask you both,” the younger constable replied, nervously twisting his cap in his hands. “We wondered if your father had any enemies that you are aware of . . .”

“Enemies?” Henrietta echoed. “Why, none that I can think of.”

“No enemies at all,” Maggie agreed. “How can you even ask such a thing?”

“And yesterday both our servants had the day off and our cook went home sick,” Henrietta added. “Maggie and Father spent the evening alone, so no one had the opportunity to—”

Henrietta stopped short. Her mouth fell open slightly.

Maggie felt her scalp prickle as she turned from Henrietta to the constables. Both men eyed her suspiciously.

They couldn’t think she . . . They couldn’t believe Maggie would ever harm her own father, could they?

“Is that true, miss?” the older constable asked slowly. “Were you and your father alone all evening?”

“Why, yes,” Maggie said, “but—”

“But that is utterly absurd,” Henrietta cried, her voice growing higher and higher. “You could not possibly think that just because they were arguing yesterday that Maggie would have a reason to . . .” Her words trailed off.

“Arguing about what?” the bald constable demanded.

Henrietta gave Maggie a frightened look. Her hands fluttered nervously at her sides.

Maggie turned to the constables. “Not that it is any of your business, but father forbade me to see any young men for a whole week. He found out I’d gone coaching.”

“Coaching?” the older constable asked.

“Riding around the park in a coach and . . . kissing,” the younger constable muttered, his eyes on the ground.

“Yes, and so you said—” Henrietta began. She stopped short, her cheeks turning bright red. Then she glanced guiltily at the constables.

“She said what?” the bald constable asked sternly.

Henrietta gave Maggie an apologetic look.

“She said what?” the bald constable repeated, raising his voice.

“Oh, dear,” mumbled Henrietta. “She said—well, she said she was too old for him to control her life. Maggie swore she would never be forced to obey him again.” Henrietta’s lips began to quiver.

Oh, Hen, Maggie thought. Now you have done it. She almost started to laugh. It felt so strange that anyone could think her capable of killing her father.

“I am afraid that we must ask permission to search the house,” the bald constable said. “The whole house,” he added, staring straight at Maggie, “including Miss Alston’s sleeping quarters.”

“Never!” cried Henrietta. “Do you know what family you are dealing with? This is the Alston house, sir. Kindly remember where you are.”

Maggie had never seen Hen this angry. How wonderful of Henrietta to defend her so fiercely! Especially since her sister hated to argue.

“I am sorry, miss,” the bald constable told her, “but we must do our search.”

Henrietta led the two constables out of the parlor. Her stiff black gown rustled loudly with each step.

Maggie stayed where she was. Let them search her room. They would find nothing, of course. She could not be more innocent.

But what if Dr. Marston were right? What if someone had murdered her father? Could someone have slipped into the house last night without her knowing it?

Impossible!

She could hear Henrietta arguing with the constables as they tromped up the front staircase. She dropped down on the sofa. Her body felt heavy, as if lead filled her limbs.

Colleen burst through the door. She appeared ready to burst into tears. “You must come, miss. They are saying the most horrible things.”

“It is a mistake,” Maggie told Colleen. “Do not worry. It is all a dreadful mistake.”

“Please,” Colleen begged. “Please talk to them.”

Maggie forced herself to stand. She made her way out of the parlor, with Colleen on her heels. Then she started up the wide staircase, gripping the carved banister tightly.

“My sister is innocent!” she heard Henrietta cry. “How dare you! Stop that! Stop that at once! You cannot touch her things! Stop!”

At the top of the stairs Maggie turned down the long hall. Her room seemed so far away. She didn’t know if she had the strength to reach it.

She wanted to lie down. She wanted to rest until the constables left. Until they realized that no one could have wanted to kill her poor father.

The door to her room stood open, and Maggie slipped inside. The bald constable held a candle while the younger man carefully searched through Maggie’s belongings. He rolled up the top of her desk and poked through the contents of the tiny cubbyholes.

“She is innocent!” Henrietta shrieked again and again. She clutched at the young constable, trying to stop his search.

Blushing, he shrugged his arms free.

“Henrietta,” Maggie called. Her voice sounded small and far away. “It is all right. If the silly fools want to waste their time looking in my room, let them—”

Henrietta gasped as the young constable pulled something out of the second desk drawer.

A glass vial.

He removed the tiny cork from the vial and gingerly sniffed the liquid inside.

“It is poison,” he declared.

“Then we have found the murderess,” the bald constable announced. “It is Maggie Alston.”
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Maggie felt the blood drain from her face. Poison?

In her room?

How could it be?

Maggie stared over at her sister—and saw a horrified expression on Henrietta’s face. Henrietta shook her head back and forth, back and forth. Her eyes locked on Maggie.

“Henrietta!” Maggie cried. She stumbled toward her sister. “I do not know who put this vial in my room. But you must know I would never harm Father. Never, never, never!”

Blotches of red appeared on Henrietta’s pale cheeks as if someone had slapped her. “Yes, yes, of course,” she said quickly. “Of course I know that, Maggie.”

She tucked a few loose strands of her brown hair back into her tight bun. Then she stood up straight and tall and turned to face the constables. “Someone must have put that poison in Maggie’s drawer. Someone who wanted to make my sister appear guilty.”

The constables did not pay any attention. They both stared at Maggie. “I am afraid you will have to come with us, miss,” the older man informed her.

“Come with you?” Maggie’s head felt fuzzy. She couldn’t think.

“No!” Henrietta yelled, throwing her arms around Maggie’s neck.

Maggie stood with her head bowed. Unable to move. Unable to speak.

The constables pulled her sister away. Maggie could hear Henrietta crying, but she couldn’t gaze over at her sister.

Someone made it appear as if she killed her father. The thought repeated itself over and over in her mind.

“Come along now,” the older constable ordered. He grabbed her roughly by the elbow.

She jerked her arm away. She shook her head, trying to clear it. “There is no need to touch me,” she snapped. “I will go with you. But I am innocent. It will be proven and you will both look like fools.

“Henrietta, I must ask you to contact Hamilton,” Maggie said firmly.

“Oh, Maggie, I—” Henrietta broke off into sobs.

“Just do as I say,” Maggie insisted. “Hamilton has been our family’s attorney for years. He will not disappoint us.”

“Of course,” Henrietta promised in a tiny, frightened voice. “I will go to him this minute.”

Maggie turned to face the constables. She raised her chin and stared at them coldly. “Well? I am ready.”

Yes, I am ready, she told herself as the constables marched her downstairs.

I am ready.

But how could she ever be ready for what followed? The constables locked her in one of the stalls of the Black Maria—the wagon used to take prisoners to jail.

People stared and pointed as they drove past. Please don’t let anyone I know see me, Maggie thought. If one person saw her, the news would be all over town by that evening.

It does not matter if anyone sees me or not, Maggie realized. This type of scandal could never be hidden. Heiress Maggie Alston—a murderess.

Your true friends will know it could never be true, she told herself. And you have Henrietta. But the idea that even one person could believe she killed her father made Maggie ill.

By the time the constables delivered Maggie to the female warden, Maggie felt numb. She followed each of her new guardian’s instructions without thought. She bathed in a pit of slimy, stinking water and changed into her uniform. A brown serge dress. A white hat. And coarse blue stockings with a red stripe.

The Wardress turned her over to two women guards, one short and one tall. Maggie allowed herself to be led down a winding staircase and through a narrow hallway without protest.

I must try to look on all of this as the most amazing and terrifying adventure, Maggie told herself. Something I can tell my friends about for years to come!

What if I am never released from this place? What if I am forced to live out the rest of my life here?

The two guards marched her through a heavy wooden door and the icy open air of a cold, wet courtyard.

Maggie stopped short. Her knees began to shake.

Up ahead loomed the wooden scaffolding where the prison held its public hangings.

The large wooden platform rose in the silver moonlight like a monster waiting to devour her.

Terror gripped her fiercely as she turned to face the guards. “Where are you taking me?”

The short guard smiled at her. “You are to be hanged, of course.”

“To be hanged?” Maggie could barely get the words out. “But I am innocent! It is all a mistake! I—”

The guards glared at her.

Then a mean and jagged smile spread across the short guard’s face.

The tall guard began to guffaw.

Staring back and forth from one woman’s face to the other, Maggie slowly realized that they were teasing her.

“You need not worry,” the tall guard told her. “They will not hang you until after your trial.”

Both guards wheezed with laughter. “Come along,” the short one ordered.

They hurried through a door on the other side of the courtyard, and down another winding staircase. Then they entered a long, dark underground passage lined with cells. Maggie could see the women prisoners staring at her through the grates on the heavy wooden doors.

I am a long way from Alston Manor, Maggie thought with a shiver.

“Look at the pretty one,” one woman sneered.

“Must be a rich one from the look of that soft skin,” called another prisoner.

“Silence!” yelled the tall guard. “Unless you would like a flogging that you will remember the rest of your miserable life.”

The guards stopped at a cell door. No face pressed against this grate. The short guard picked out an iron key from her large ring and scraped it in the lock. The guards pushed the door open and shoved Maggie into the darkness.

The door slammed shut. Maggie heard the iron keys clank as it was locked behind her.

Now my nightmare has truly begun, she thought as she studied her cell. Stone floor, sloping walls. Just large enough to accommodate two beds. Beds that were mere planks of wood covered with tattered blankets.

And the stench! A pail of filth sat in one corner. I wonder how often that is emptied, she thought. She sat down wearily on one of the beds.

“That is my bed. You have the one on the left.”

Maggie leapt to her feet. A huge old woman leaned against the wall of the cell, near the door. In the darkness of the tiny room, Maggie had walked right past her!

Old as she was, the woman looked strong enough to tear Maggie to pieces.

The woman advanced slowly.

Maggie backed away.

“Have no fear,” the big woman said kindly. “I will not harm you, little one.”

Maggie could not speak.

The old woman smiled, and her smile was warm, gentle, good. “Welcome to my house,” she said to Maggie. “It appears we will be spending some time together.”

“It appears so,” Maggie agreed.

“My name is Elizabeth,” the older woman said. “Elizabeth Samuels.”

“Maggie Alston,” Maggie replied.

The large woman peered at her closely. “Why, child, what are you doing in a godforsaken place such as this? You are innocent of any crime.”

“Y-yes, I am innocent,” Maggie stammered, “but how—how did—?”

“I can see it in your face,” Elizabeth explained. “Poor child,” she murmured.

“Oh, thank you!” Maggie cried. “I cannot tell you what your kindness means to me at a time such as this. . . .”

She could not help it. She began to cry. All the grief and shock . . . the old woman’s kindness . . .

Out poured all the tears she had been holding back since the constables led her into the Black Maria.

Through her tears, she saw Elizabeth studying her dry and veiny old hands, turning them over and over. The woman’s expression hardened.

“Where is my ring?” she asked Maggie coldly.

“Your what?”

“Do not play innocent with me, you thief! So you are a filthy, rotten criminal after all. You stole my ring!”

“I do not know what you are talking about,” Maggie insisted. “Truly!”

“You took it! You took it!”

Elizabeth lunged for her. Maggie leapt away. Her foot caught the bucket of filth. The contents sloshed across the stone floor.

“Get back!” she screeched at Elizabeth. “Or I will—”

I will what? she thought frantically. What could she do? Who would protect her now?

There was nowhere to escape, nowhere to hide. The big woman grabbed her by the hair and shoved her hard against the wall.

Maggie tried to scream, but the woman’s arm pressed across her throat, making it hard for her to breathe.

As she held Maggie against the wall, the old woman pawed through Maggie’s pockets. “Where is it? Where did you hide it?!”

“I am telling you, I did not take your ring!” Maggie gasped, trying to shove her away. “Do you hear me? I never saw your ring!”

Elizabeth released Maggie. She stalked over to her bed and sat down heavily. Her eyes narrowed in fury. “You swallowed it, eh? Well that will not stop me from getting it back. I will slit you open like a fish. Just as soon as you are asleep. I will chop you into a thousand pieces! Do you doubt me? I have a knife hidden in this cell.”

Maggie’s eyes darted around the cell, searching for the woman’s weapon. Elizabeth cackled. “You will not find where I have hidden it. Until you find the knife in your guts, twisting and turning! Oh, I will enjoy carving you up!”

Henrietta will talk to our lawyer today, Maggie thought. I will be released tomorrow. I will have to spend only one night in this hideous place.

As the old woman raved on, Maggie repeated three words to herself over and over. Like a prayer.

Only one night.

Only one night.

Only one night. . . .
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Four Months Later

A wooden club banged on the metal grate of her cell door. “Maggie Alston, you have a visitor.”

A visitor!

Maggie’s heart soared.

She rushed to the door and pressed her face against the grate.

“Hen!” she gasped, grinning wildly when she saw the familiar pale face framed by a bright blue bonnet. “My precious Hen! You came at last! I knew you would! I knew it! It felt so horrible seeing you at the trial and not being able to talk to you. I’ve missed you so!”

Maggie tried to stretch her fingers through the grate to touch her sister’s face, but she could not reach far enough. At least I can talk to her without that horrible Elizabeth around, Maggie thought. Her cell-mate had been taken away a few days before.

“I am all right alone with her,” Henrietta told the guard in a choked whisper. Maggie could tell that her sister had been crying.

The heavyset guard gave Maggie a hard look. “Very well,” she answered. She shuffled off down the hall.

“Oh, Hen,” gushed Maggie, “I have been going out of my mind. My hanging is scheduled for dawn tomorrow! Tell me! Do you have news? Did you talk to our lawyer? Does he have any leads, any prospects, any . . .?”

Henrietta shook her head slowly. She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye.

Maggie grabbed the metal grill with both hands. “Henrietta! You must do something! Throw yourself on the mercy of the judge! Is there no old friend of Father’s who has any influence with him? Even a delay of a day or so would be of some help. We need time, Hen. We need time to find the true killer!”

Crying harder, Henrietta shrugged helplessly.

“Henrietta! Listen to me!” Maggie yelled. “Now is not the time to fall to pieces! Do you realize the seriousness of my situation? Do you? I will die tomorrow if you do not do something! Why do you just stand there crying? Why do you not answer me? You must act and act fast.”

As Maggie stared into her sister’s pale, serious face, all hope drained out of her.

For the first time since the judge had issued his ruling, she truly believed it. Tomorrow morning she would hang. She would walk up the wooden scaffold stairs. She would feel the rough noose slide around her neck. She would see the crowd cheering—howling for her death.

Then—bang!—the floor would drop from beneath her feet. Her—

“You look awful,” Henrietta told her sister, interrupting her gruesome thoughts.

Maggie winced. “I know. I hardly recognize myself. They cut off all my hair as soon as I was brought back from the trial. That mean guard Tessie did it with a big scissors. She was glad to do it. Kept saying that I was a rich girl putting on airs. That I would not be putting on airs when I—”

Maggie could not go on.

She began to cry.

“That guard was right. You do put on airs,” Henrietta said quietly. “Always thinking you were special. Daddy’s favorite.”

Maggie stared at her sister, open-mouthed.

“Have you not guessed why I have not been to visit you in all these months? Have you not guessed by now?” Henrietta asked in a whisper. She leaned close to the grate. “Have you not guessed the truth?”

Maggie felt a chill sweep through her. She clasped her hands tightly together to keep them from shaking.

Henrietta turned and glanced down the cell-lined hall to make sure no prisoners or guards were in earshot. “I killed Father!”

Maggie tried to speak, but no sound came out. She swallowed hard. “You?”

“Of course. You had young men begging to take you on outings. But I am not as pretty as you. What chance did I have to snare a handsome young man without Father’s inheritance? And dear old Father showed no signs of giving up the ghost.”

“Oh, Henrietta, no,” Maggie cried. “Don’t you know Father would have given you whatever you wanted? I’m sure he planned a sizeable dowry for you.”

“No, Maggie. Father would have given you whatever you wanted. He only cared about you,” Henrietta insisted. “So I sneaked into the house. You and Father were yelling at each other, so of course you did not hear me. I stirred the poison into his wine goblet and planted the rest in your room. Simple.”

For a moment Maggie felt nothing at all. Then came the fury.

She grabbed the metal grate and shook it with all her might. “I will kill you!” she shouted at Henrietta. “Do you hear? I will kill you!”

“Tsk, tsk,” Henrietta chided her. “You have already done enough murdering, I think. She smiled and gave a little wave as she turned to go.

Maggie screamed. She could hear guards coming on the run.

Henrietta turned back and put her face right up against the grate. “Oh, and by the way, Maggie,” Henrietta whispered into her face with a little smile, “I did meet with our lawyer. Just this morning, in fact. I am so sorry you will not be able to share in our inheritance.” She grinned broadly. “Whatever will I do with all this money?”
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Have you not guessed by now?

Maggie heard her sister’s voice speaking those words again and again as she lay waiting for morning. The morning of her execution.

Have you not guessed the truth?

How could I have lived with Henrietta my whole life and never guessed she hated me so? Maggie thought.

Her eyelids felt heavy. It would be so easy to fall asleep. Forget.

Do not sleep, Maggie, she told herself.

You must not sleep!

She did not want to waste the last few hours of her life.

But she felt herself drifting off.

A hand shook her shoulder.

Maggie sat up with a startled cry.

A dark figure dressed all in black stood by her bed. A black hood hid his face.

“No!” she cried, shrinking away. “Who are you?”

“Your executioner.”

The executioner reached out his hand. “It is time.”

“But it cannot be dawn yet,” she cried. “I was told at dawn!”

“It is time!” the executioner repeated, his voice growing harsher.

Maggie began to shake. “You cannot do this! I am innocent! Innocent!”

The executioner grabbed her roughly. He squeezed her thin arm so hard Maggie felt sure her bones would crack.

“Come! Now!”

The executioner dragged her out of the cell.

Dragging her to her death.

“No! Please! Let me go!”

The hooded executioner shoved her through the narrow cell-lined hallway. Prisoners jeered and laughed.

“Careful which noose you pick out, dearie. I hear tell some of them are a trifle tight!”

“I hope you die quickly, miss. That fat woman swung and twisted for hours.”

Maggie’s knees buckled. She fell to the floor. The executioner yanked her back to her feet.

Well, if I must die, thought Maggie, I will die as a proud and innocent woman. I will go out of the world with dignity.

She stood up straight. “You do not need to hold my arm anymore,” she told the executioner, her voice shaking. “I will go.”

As she walked past endless rows of cells, she tried to keep her face emotionless.

“Look at the rich lady!” cried a prisoner. “She thinks she is taking a stroll on Astor Place.”

“Father-killer! You deserve to die, filth!”

The executioner kicked open a door and pushed her through. “Keep moving,” he told her. “We don’t want to keep the public waiting. There is a big crowd gathered to watch you swing. This way!”

Up ahead rose a narrow, winding staircase.

Maggie forced herself to climb the first step, the second . . .

“Wait!” the executioner ordered.

He pulled off his hood.

Maggie gasped. “You!”

Red hair. Freckles. It was one of the constables who had brought her to the prison.

“I don’t under—”

“Listen hard, Miss Alston,” he whispered. She could hear the fear in his voice—and knew at once that this man was risking his own neck for hers.

“At the top of this staircase you will come to a door. I have unlocked it for you. Go through. A carriage will be waiting. Here, put this on.”

He handed her a loose black dress, which he had hidden under his robe. “It will hide your prison garb. Do not waste time. Hurry. Put it on! Now, Maggie!”

Maggie obeyed, slipping the dress over her head with trembling fingers.

Then the young constable gave her a push. “Go!”

Maggie started up the steps, then stopped and turned. “Why are you doing this for me?”

The young constable blushed. “You do not remember me, do you? I am Thomas Dobbs. You showed my family such kindness after our home was destroyed by fire. I believe you are innocent, Maggie Alston. I believed it from the first.”

“God bless you!”

“Go!”

Maggie flew up the stone steps, almost tripping on her long black dress.

She came to a heavy door. Pushed it hard. It squealed open.

She stepped out into the cold, foggy air.

Thomas said a carriage would be waiting. She hurried along a stone wall. Where was it? Where was it? She hurried around the corner—and right into the arms of a large constable. He had his gun drawn.

“That’s far enough!” he growled.
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Maggie gave a startled shriek.

She backed away.

Searching for a place to run. A way to escape.

The carriage! Where was the carriage?

Oh, she was so close to freedom!

“This way!” the constable barked, yanking her arm. “There. Through that archway. Run! The carriage is waiting.”

Maggie felt faint.

This man is working with Thomas! There is still hope!

She clutched his hand. “Thank you! Thank you!”

“Run!” he ordered.

Maggie raced through the archway, her heart thudding in her chest. A carriage waited just out of sight. The horses whinnied as she ran up. The door of the coach flew open. Two strong hands helped her inside.

Inside the dark carriage sat an older man in a dark suit, round as a barrel with a twitching brown mustache under his big nose. “Get down!” he told her.

Maggie quickly crouched down out of sight. The man with the mustache rapped on the side of the carriage with his umbrella, and the driver shook the reins.

They were off.

Maggie dared take only the tiniest breaths. At any second she expected to be caught. Dragged back to prison. Hanged.

She heard an iron gate creak open.

“Going so soon?” asked a male voice. “We have a hanging this morning, you know.”

Maggie squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her face against the floor of the carriage. Would the guard look inside and discover her hiding there?

“Oh?” asked the old driver.

“Aye. You ought to come back for it. Should be a good one. The pretty rich girl that poisoned her father. Going to be a big crowd for sure. It will be fun to see a rich girl like that as she weeps and begs for mercy.”

Maggie felt her stomach twist. She pressed herself more tightly against the carriage floor.

“I would not miss such a hanging for all the tea in China,” joked the old driver. “Giddyap!”

Another shake of the reins.

At last—they were leaving the prison grounds.

Maggie didn’t sit up. She wouldn’t feel safe until she was far, far away from the prison. And the noose.

Several miles later, the carriage came to a halt. The man with the mustache opened the door and helped her out without a word. He rushed her over to a shabby wood building and led her inside.

A short, round woman stood waiting. “She is all yours, Priscilla,” the man said, his walrus mustache twitching. “I must get myself a drink before my heart bursts. What a business!”

“Seems you always have an excuse for taking a drop, Otto,” Priscilla muttered. To Maggie, she said, “Come, miss. This way.”

The round woman took Maggie by the hand and ushered her into the dingy parlor. She shut the sliding door behind her.

“Put this kerchief on. It will hide that cropped head of yours. Such a cruel thing, to cut a woman’s hair like that. Well, it will grow back. And no one will hurt you anymore, miss, if we can help it.”

It had been so long since Maggie had heard a kind word. “God bless you,” she mumbled as she covered her hair with the kerchief. She tied a tight knot under her chin.

“Now I will turn my back, miss,” Priscilla added, “while you change into these clothes.” She held out a pile of clothing. “It is not the finery you are used to, but I am afraid it is the best I can offer. And besides, my husband thinks these poor clothes might offer you a better costume. Everyone will be looking for a rich lady, after all.”

“If only there were some way I could repay—”

“Do not worry about that. Did not my son Thomas explain why we are doing this? Now hurry. I have packed some corn bread for you in this traveling bag. And all the money we could spare to help you on your journey.”

My journey? thought Maggie. Where am I going?

But she did as she was told. And the next thing she knew Mr. and Mrs. Dobbs had her back outside, back into the coach.

“Where?” she asked. In her confusion, she felt unable to form the question any more clearly than that.

“Out of the city, miss,” said Priscilla. “And it would be better if you never came back.”

Maggie pictured Henrietta smiling at her through the grate of her cell door. Rage burned in Maggie’s heart. I can’t let her get away with it. I can’t let her get away with the murder of my father.

She tried to climb back out of the carriage, but Mr. Dobbs blocked her way. “You do not understand, sir,” she told him. “I have found my father’s true murderer. I must have her arrested at once!”

Mr. Dobbs paled. “If you stay in the city, you will only get yourself hanged. And everyone who helped you to escape will be hanged along with you.”

Maggie had not thought of that. Mr. Dobbs was right. She had to leave her old life behind forever.

At least she would never face anything worse than her months in prison. Or so she thought.
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Boston, 1858

“Maggie had to start a new life,” Timothy told his friends as they sat around the fire. “And that life began with a position as a governess for a family called Malbourne here in Boston. Her charges were two little boys whose mother had recently died of influenza.”

“Maggie took on a new name—Maggie Thomas. She felt certain the worst time in her life was over. But she was wrong.”

The door to the library swung open.

All heads turned sharply, with alarm.

It is the mood of the story, thought Timothy. The story has begun to work its evil upon them.

“Pardon the interruption, Master Timothy,” said Lucy, the Fiers’ mousy little maid. She bowed her head. “Your stepmother thought you would want some light.”

Outside the windows of the library, darkness had fallen. An icy winter wind howled.

Lucy moved quietly around the room lighting the wicks of the gaslights in the wall sconces. None of Timothy’s friends said a word. They just watched as, one after another, the tiny flames sprang to life.

Even when they were all lit, the glass lamps left much of the room in shadow.

Lucy curtsied and left the room, shutting the door behind her.

All eyes turned back to Timothy.

He paused to take a sip of cider. The hot, dark liquid seared his throat. He still felt half-frozen from his day outside in the snow.

Or was it the story itself that chilled his bones?

“I say, Timothy, since you have stopped, I must lodge a complaint,” Henry Clinton interrupted. “You promised us a ghost story. And so far you have told us only of a cold-blooded murder.”

The group of youths all laughed. But not with the same ease as they might have before Timothy started his tale.

“I am coming to the ghost presently,” Timothy answered. “Believe me, you should not be in such a hurry to hear of it. It is a ghastly business. And you have broken your promise, Henry. I said no interruptions. Now if you wish me to stop—”

“What?” cried Henry. “Never!”

“Oh, please go on!” urged Betsy.

“Yes, Timothy, please,” called Phillip Eastwick with a grin. “We shall not break our promise again.”

“Very well,” said Timothy.

Outside, a horse’s hooves clattered over the cobblestone street. The animal whinnied as if frightened.

Timothy picked out one member of the group who was half-hidden by the shadows.

It will be easier to tell this tale to one person, he thought. Focusing his eyes on the shadowy figure, he forced himself to continue. . . .


Chapter

8

[image: images]

Boston, 1847

Maggie peered out the carriage window at the cloudy, gray day. She saw a red-breasted robin tug a worm from the ground with its long, sharp beak.

Then she spotted a wooden sign that read Tanglewood. Carvings of berries and brambles surrounded the word.

We’re here, Maggie thought. We have reached the Malbourne’s estate—and today I begin my position as governess. Nervousness fluttered in Maggie’s stomach.

You have had several governesses, Maggie told herself. It should not be difficult to act as one for two little boys.

The lane curved sharply and the estate sprang into view so suddenly she almost gasped. So big. With twin towers rising up from its ivy-covered walls.

Maggie shivered. She could not help being reminded of another building with towers like a fortress.

The prison.

A feeling of gloom settled over Maggie. She shook her head. This is no way to start a new life.

Tanglewood is a house of mourning, she reminded herself. Of course there is a sad air about it. But you will help change that.

The carriage stopped in front of the flagstone path leading to the front door. The driver opened the carriage door, and Maggie climbed down. He pulled her lone traveling bag off the roof. Thump! He dropped the bag at her feet.

“Thank you,” she said, smiling warmly. “My goodness. It certainly is a vast and impressive home, is it not?”

The servant nodded gravely.

What a disagreeable man! Maggie thought. “Where will I find Mr. Malbourne?” she asked.

“You will not find him,” the man told her gruffly. “He is not at home.” And with that news, he climbed back into the driver’s seat. “Git!” he cried to the big gray horses. He snapped the reins over their backs.

Maggie watched as the carriage rounded the drive. He must be returning to the stables. She picked up her bag. It’s light, she thought. One of the good things about owning so few possessions.

She walked up the wide path to the huge front door. A brass lion’s head knocker snarled down at her. She reached up and rapped it twice. Clang! Clang!

She knocked several more times. Then she tried the door. Open. She let herself into the vast entry hall. A cold draft blew down her neck.

“Hello? Anyone about?” Her voice echoed in the huge room. She took a few more steps—and an icy hand laced itself with hers.

Maggie squealed and jerked her hand away. Who did that?

She stared down—and found a child of seven at most. “My goodness!” she exclaimed. “You gave me a scare! Where did you come from?”

The little boy giggled. “I’m good at sneaking up on people,” he confessed. “Cook!” he hollered. “The new governess is here! Come and see! She is beautiful!”

“And who might you be?” Maggie asked. “Andrew or Garret?”

The boy grinned up at her. “How do you know our names?”

“Because your father wrote to me about you and told me what fine young sons he has. Now which son are you?”

“Andrew,” the boy announced.

My word, thought Maggie. All my fears about starting this new job, and look at this boy. He’s sweet and friendly, and he’s adorable with those blond curls and that little blue suit. It will be a pleasure to care for such a child.

“And what is your name?” the boy asked her cheerfully.

“You may call me Miss Thomas,” Maggie answered.

“Miss Thomas,” the boy dutifully repeated.

Now what? Maggie thought. She had little experience in speaking with children. She noticed a ring on one of his fingers. The letters A.M. had been ornately inscribed on a shiny red garnet stone.

“That is a beautiful ring, Andrew,” Maggie said. “Was it a—”

Before she could finish her question, a bony woman in a black uniform bustled into the entry hall, drying her hands on her white apron as she came.

“I am so sorry,” the woman told Maggie. “I was in the larder and did not hear you arrive. Welcome to Tanglewood. I am Cook, or so they call me here. I see you have already met Master Andrew.” Cook patted the boy’s blond curly head.

“So I have,” Maggie answered.

“I trust you did not have too horrid a journey,” Cook rushed on. “You must be tired, and starving to boot.”

Cook is the one who appears to be starving, Maggie thought. She is so bony and skinny. I can’t believe she eats much of her own cooking!

“I have a lunch prepared for you,” Cook continued. “Mary! Come in and meet our new governess!”

A young maid hurried in and stammered out a greeting.

“She is new, and quite shy,” Cook whispered.

“Hello, Mary,” Maggie said. The maid blushed in response.

Maggie felt a twinge of jealousy as she noted Mary’s thick hair done up in a bun. It was almost as fiery and coppery as her own.

In the months since her escape, Maggie’s hair had grown out enough for her to stop wearing a kerchief. But it would be a long time before it was as glorious as it once had been.

“Take Miss Thomas’s bag to her room, Mary, while I feed her. We have left the poor starving thing all alone in the entrance hall and given her a terrible first impression of Tanglewood.”

“Oh, not at all,” Maggie assured her.

The maid curtsied. Then she bent down and picked up Maggie’s bag. She hurried up the staircase that wound around one side of the entrance hall.

“But I must say, the man who drove me here did seem to be in rather poor spirits,” Maggie continued.

Cook crossed to the window and peered outside. “That is Mr. Malbourne’s personal manservant, George Squires, and a sourer gentleman you will never find. But I suppose he has reason to be.”

She lowered her voice and put a hand to her mouth to shield her words from young Master Andrew. “I am afraid his wife has run off and left him,” she confided.

“Oh, I see,” Maggie answered.

“Andrew, go call your brother to lunch, please,” Cook asked.

Andrew didn’t move.

“Hurry along now,” Cook said more sharply.

Andrew grabbed Cook by the hand and pulled her away from Maggie. Cook smiled apologetically, then leaned down to listen to Andrew.

Maggie could only catch a word here and there. “What if he . . . something bad . . . like the others . . .”

Embarrassed to stand there listening, Maggie wandered around the entrance hall. She admired the fancy paintings that hung on the walls. The Malbournes appeared to be even richer than she once had been.

Maggie stopped in front of the portrait of a lovely blond woman. Probably the boys’ mother, she thought. A shiver ran through her. I must be standing in another draft.

But she didn’t move. The painting fascinated her—although she felt almost frightened when she stared at it.

It is simply a painting of a poor young woman who died here, Maggie scolded herself.

She heard a small sound behind her. Someone is watching me! she thought. The short hairs on the back of her neck stood up straight. Right at the spot where the prison guard’s shears had done their nasty work.

She turned around.

No one there.

Then she gazed up. A boy stared down at her over the edge of the balcony.

“You must be Garret,” Maggie called.

The boy didn’t answer. His face twisted into a scowl. He leaned farther over the railing and threw something at her.

The object hurtled toward Maggie’s head!
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Maggie jumped back.

A heavy vase shattered on the floor at her feet.

For a moment, Maggie stood frozen to the spot. Then she gazed up at the balcony. The scowling little face was gone.

Cook and Andrew ran over to her. “Oh dear, oh goodness,” mumbled Cook. “Are you all right?”

“I—I am fine,” Maggie said. She stared down at the broken vase and her knees began to tremble. It had come so close, so close.

That would be a fine twist of fate! she thought. To escape from the hangman’s noose, only to be killed by a falling vase!

Cook glared up toward the balcony, her long, thin face flushing red. “Garret,” she muttered through clenched teeth.

Andrew tugged Maggie’s hand. He appeared terrified. “Are you sure you are all right, Miss Thomas?”

“Yes, Andrew, I am. Thank you.”

“Did Garret do that?” Andrew asked. His voice quivered.

Maggie shook her head. “I’m sure it was an accident,” she told him. She turned to Cook for support. But the other woman didn’t say a word.

Of course it was an accident, Maggie told herself. Garret did appear to have thrown the vase. But he has no reason to want to hurt me. I have only just arrived in Tanglewood.

Cook started up the stairs, with Andrew at her heels. Maggie followed them. What a strange beginning, she thought.

They reached a long hallway. It must stretch all the way from one of Tanglewood’s towers to the other, Maggie thought. They turned right.

“Garret!” Cook cried. “Master Garret!”

With his little legs, Andrew had to run to keep up with Cook as she strode down the hallway. “He has been very upset lately,” Andrew told Cook.

Cook marched over to a wooden door that was framed by two wooden pillars. She tried the tiny brass knob. Locked. She pounded on the door with her fist. “Open this door at once, you unholy little creature!”

No sound from inside the locked room.

Maggie squeezed her eyes shut, remembering her days in prison. The locked doors. Guards pounding on the bars with their clubs.

“Open up!” yelled Cook. “Do you hear me?”

No reply.

“Cook?” Andrew asked. “Perhaps we should leave him alone. You know how he can be when . . .” The boy shot a glance at Maggie and his words trailed off.

What? Maggie thought. What did Andrew intend to say?

“Let me try,” she blurted. Maggie moved closer to the door and rested her hand on the polished wood. She hesitated a moment, gathering her thoughts. Then she called Garret’s name softly.

No response.

“It is Miss Thomas, Garret. The new governess. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you ever since—”

Bang! Something heavy slammed against the door. Andrew jumped back, and Cook clutched Maggie’s hand.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

It is Garret, Maggie realized. He’s throwing himself against the door.

“Garret, please stop. You’ll hurt yourself,” Maggie begged.

“Go away!” he screamed. His voice shook with rage. “All of you! Go away! It was an accident! Now leave me alone!”

Maggie felt her stomach twist. His shrieks reminded her of prison. Of the insane creatures who lived in those dark, tiny holes . . .

Stop it, Maggie ordered herself. You are no longer in prison. You lived through that torture, and you can certainly handle an eight-year-old boy. It is time to show everyone—including yourself—that you can handle your new duties.

“Cook,” Maggie said, trying to sound calm, “do you have a key to this room?”

Cook’s eyes widened. “Why yes, but—”

“May I have it?”

“Of course.” Cook slowly removed a large ring of keys from her pocket. She pulled one off and handed it to Maggie.

“No!” cried Garret, pounding on the other side of the door. “You better not come in here, I am warning you! If you come in here, I will poke out your eyes!”

Cook fingered the cross she wore around her neck. Maggie tried to meet her gaze—but Cook kept her eyes locked on the floor.

“Perhaps we should let him calm down first,” Andrew suggested again.

“Thank you, Andrew. But I will speak to him now. Cook, please take Andrew downstairs.”

“Yes, miss.”

Maggie waited until they had gone. Then she took a deep breath and fitted the key into the lock. Garret continued to shriek at her.

She flung open the door—and caught Garret in the act of running across the room. He threw himself into a small rocker by the window and rocked furiously, his face turned away from her.

Not so scary after all, Maggie told herself.

Just a little boy.

A little boy having a tantrum.

Maggie closed the door behind her.

“Garret, I am Miss Thomas. I am your new governess.”

Garret rocked harder, his head still turned away. He had blond hair like his brother’s, but straight, not curly. His hair had the coarse appearance of matted straw.

Maggie sat down on his bed and thought for a moment. She decided not to bring up the vase. The vase that lay shattered downstairs in the entry hall. The vase that had come so close to hitting her. She decided not to mention the horrible threats he had yelled through the door.

She did not want to start off their relationship with accusations.

“Garret,” she began again. “I know your mother died recently. You must be missing her terribly.”

No response.

“To lose a beloved parent—it is very painful, I know. My own father—”

She was surprised to find herself choking up the moment she said the word “father.” She had to pause.

“My own father died recently as well. Rather suddenly, in fact. And—well, I lost my dear mother when I was only six. So I think I know how hard it can be to lose someone you dearly love and—”

Garret stopped rocking.

Maybe I’m getting through to him, Maggie thought. “Well, nothing can ever make up for your loss, Garret,” she rushed on. “But I cherish many fond memories of both my parents.”

She clapped her hands. “I know! Perhaps you and I can start a journal together. We can write down all your dearest memories of your beloved mother and—”

Garret turned slowly in the rocker, so that he faced her at last.

Maggie stopped midsentence with a sharp “Oh!”

Garret glared at her, clenching his little jaw so hard his whole face shook.

“You think I loved my mother?” he spat out. “I did not love my mother! I hated her! Hated her! Hated her!”
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Garret pounded the arms of the rocker with all his might. Then he sprang out of the seat and stamped on the floor. “Do you hear me? I hated her!”

Maggie felt a shudder rip through her. What could possibly be the cause of such venom—especially in such a little boy?

She reached out for him, but Garret flung himself down on the floor and shoved himself away from her. He rocked back and forth, back and forth.

His face turned a deep red. Maggie could hear his breath coming in harsh pants. His blue eyes appeared glassy.

Maggie had to find a way to calm him. She noticed a large sketch pad. Maybe this would give them some common ground, something she could talk to Garret about.

“Ah,” she said, reaching for the pad. She forced herself to make her voice calm and pleasant. “Do you know, Garret, I like to draw as well.”

Garret lunged forward and grabbed the pad before she could touch it. Then he scrambled back out of reach.

“I did not draw as a child,” Maggie continued smoothly, “but I recently found myself with a lot of time on my hands. I drew with chalk.” Not true. She sketched on the cell wall with tiny stones.

“May I see?” she asked, holding out her hand.

Garret sneered. “You are not interested in my drawings,” he muttered. “You are only pretending to be interested, since it is your job to care for me.

“But I am interested, Garret. Truly.” She kept her hand out, palm up.

Garret stared at her for a long moment. What is he thinking? Maggie wondered.

Garret shrugged and handed her the sketch pad. She flipped it open and smiled. A detailed sketch of a hot-air balloon filled the page. Garret had drawn himself in the balloon’s basket, happily sailing through the clouds.

“This is wonderful, Garret,” Maggie told him. He didn’t reply, but Maggie noticed he scooted a little closer to her. She flipped the page and found a sketch of Garret on a tropical island surrounded by monkeys and zebras and giraffes.

What an incredible imagination he has, Maggie thought. Seeing his sketches made her even more determined to find a way to reach the angry little boy. They would become friends somehow, she promised herself.

“I wish I could draw as well as you do, Garret,” Maggie told him. “How do you think of such amazing things?”

“I don’t know. I just do,” Garret admitted shyly. He edged a little closer to Maggie. She pretended not to notice.

“What could be on this next page?” she asked, smiling at him. “I can’t wait to see!” Maggie flipped the page—and gasped.

“No!” she whispered. A sharp, burning taste hit the back of her throat.

Maggie turned the pages faster and faster. Sketch after sketch showed a woman in a coffin.

Each woman’s face twisted in an expression of terror.

A different creature fed on the woman’s body in each drawing—worms, bats, lions . . .

In the last picture, a baby with sharp bloody teeth and a wide grin ripped the beating heart out of a woman’s chest.

“Did you draw all these?” Maggie asked Garret. Her face felt frozen. Expressionless.

He nodded. He took back the sketch pad and flipped to the first sketch of a woman in a coffin. “These first few sketches I did of Miss Winston. She came to take care of us right after Mother died. She was not as pretty as you,” he added.

He flipped another page.

“This is Mrs. Squires. Mr. Squires’s wife. She was our next governess.”

Flip.

“This is Miss Nealon.”

“But Garret,” Maggie said, trying not to show him her horror, “why did you draw them all in coffins with . . . with . . .”

“Because they are all dead now,” Garret answered calmly. “All dead and rotting in the ground.” He gazed at her, his eyes wide and unblinking. “You will be dead, too—if you stay here.”
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“What do you mean?” Maggie demanded. “What are you talking about? How can you say something so dreadful?”

Garret did not answer. Anger flooded Maggie’s body. Anger and fear. She grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. “What do you mean?”

Garret began to laugh. “Don’t you know? Haven’t they told you? I killed them.” Garret laughed and laughed, his breath coming in shallow wheezes.

“Stop it!” Maggie cried. “Stop it at once, do you hear?” Maggie leapt up and strode from the room. She slammed the door behind her, then leaned against it. She could still hear Garret laughing inside.

Garret tried to frighten you, she told herself. That is all. What child doesn’t play tricks on the new governess?

But those drawings were no child’s joke. They were gruesome. How could a boy so young have such thoughts in his head?

Not just any young boy, Maggie reminded herself. An imaginative young boy whose mother had died recently. What more natural reason for seeing death everywhere?

Curses upon my weak soul, Maggie thought. I let the boy frighten me! The past governesses are not dead. They cannot be!

One of the governesses was that sour servant’s wife, she reminded herself. And she ran away. So I know the boy is telling me lies.

She hurried downstairs. Found her way to the kitchen. Cook stood at the sink, washing dishes. She looked up, startled.

“Ah, Miss Thomas,” Cook said, blushing slightly. “I hope you punished him severely. You could have been badly hurt, you know.”

“Yes,” Maggie agreed. In her mind’s eye, she saw the heavy vase falling. Saw it shatter on the floor at her feet.

Then she saw the vase falling again. Saw it smashing into her skull. Saw her blood spraying across the floor.

“The key,” Maggie said. She handed it back to Cook.

“Thank you.” Cook slipped the key into her apron pocket and returned to washing the dishes, humming a cheerful tune. As if I am not still standing here, Maggie thought. Is she deliberately trying to ignore me?

“Cook—” Maggie began.

Cook did not look up.

“Have Garret and Andrew had many governesses before me?” I am curious, nothing more than that, Maggie told herself.

Cook held the dish up to the light, Maggie could see the reflection of Cook’s serious face in the spotless china.

Cook cannot meet my eyes, Maggie realized. “Should I repeat the question?”

“Three,” Cook admitted at last. “Three governesses before you, Miss Thomas. I believe.”

Three.

Garret’s grisly pictures flipped through her mind.

Miss Winston. Mrs. Squires. Miss Nealon. All being eaten alive.

“What happened to them?” Maggie asked.

“They left,” Cook answered quickly. “One was Mr. Squires’s wife, who ran off, as I mentioned.” She chuckled. “Who can blame her? No one could live with a man as grim as that.”

“So that is why she ran away? Because of Mr. Squires’s manner and behavior?”

“Who can say what goes through a person’s mind?” Cook said with a nervous shrug.

“Three governesses in less than a year. That’s quite a lot, isn’t it?” Maggie asked.

“Aye,” Cook answered. Her fingers strayed to the cross around her neck. And a shiver raced through Maggie.

     

♦ ♦ ♦

    Maggie took a small bite of veal and chewed slowly. Her eyes wandered from the dark paneling on the walls to the dark pattern on the tapestry.

I feel as if I am eating in a cemetery, Maggie thought. Only she and Andrew spoke. Cook and Mary, the maid who helped serve, stayed deathly silent. As did Garret.

This gloomy room needs something bright and sparkly, she decided. A chandelier would be beautiful here.

“Miss Thomas,” Andrew piped up. “Have you ever been to a circus?”

“Yes,” she told Andrew. She dabbed her lips with her cloth napkin. “I have been to three circuses, as a matter of fact.”

“Three!” His eyes grew large and bright. “Are they grand?”

“Very.

“Are the lions scary?” Andrew asked.

“Goodness, yes,” Maggie replied. “You should hear them roar.”

“Father told me that the lion tamer sticks his head right into the lion’s mouth,” Andrew added.

“That’s true,” Maggie told him. She remembered the lion in one of Garret’s sketches. She glanced over at him and found his eyes locked on her, his face expressionless.

What is he thinking? she wondered.

“Do you think the lion ever snaps his mouth shut and bites off the lion tamer’s head?” Andrew asked.

“Andrew!” Cook exclaimed, shocked out of her silence.

“I was curious,” he explained.

“Curiosity is a very good thing,” Maggie said. “But some types of curiosity are not appropriate at the dinner table.”

“Sorry,” Andrew muttered. “But will you tell me more about circuses later?”

Maggie smiled at him. “I don’t see why not.” She turned to Cook. “I have been meaning to ask you. When will Mr. Malbourne be returning?”

“Mr. Malbourne?” Cook asked, as if she had never heard of the man. “I will be with you in one moment,” she said, hurrying out of the dining room. “I must see to the pudding.”

No one seemed to know when her employer would return. And she so needed to talk to him. Tanglewood was a troubled place. And his children needed him. Both his children.

“Father is never here,” Garret mumbled.

“I should very much like to go to a circus,” Andrew said wistfully.

“Someday I shall take you both,” she promised. “If the circus comes to Boston. And now if you boys will both excuse me, I find I am quite worn out from my travels.”

“Do you not want to stay for dessert, Miss Thomas?” Garret asked.

“No thank you, not tonight.” She stood. “Cook tells me your bedtime will be upon us soon. Please change into your nightclothes, wash your faces and say your prayers. She will come by to say good night so that I may retire early.”

She climbed the stairs to her room slowly. She felt exhausted. And not simply from the journey.

Maggie trudged down the hall and opened her door. She crossed over to the bed and sat down. The mattress felt deliciously soft. She felt as if she could lie down and sleep for a year.

After a good night’s rest, the new job would not seem so difficult, she felt sure. She would find a way to reach Garret somehow. And she could already tell she and Andrew would have lots of fun.

Wearily she got to her feet and headed to the wardrobe for her nightgown. It would be so good to get out of her governess uniform. All day long the stiff neck of the dress felt as if it would choke her.

Maggie opened the closet door.

And uttered a high, shrill scream of terror.
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Maggie gasped as she stared at a full-length sketch of herself. She lay inside a coffin, with a flock of red-breasted robins pecking out bits of her eyes.

She backed away, hands covering her mouth. Garret did this, she thought.

She turned and strode to the door. She flung it open—and found Andrew racing down the hallway toward her.

“What is wrong?” he exclaimed. “I heard you yell. Are you all right, Miss Thomas? What is it?”

Maggie pointed at the picture.

Andrew stared at it for a moment. Then tore down the picture and crumpled it into a ball.

When he looked up at Maggie, tears shone in his big blue eyes. “It is happening again,” he said simply.

“What? What is happening again?” asked Maggie. She tried to keep her voice calm. She did not want to alarm Andrew any further.

“Nothing,” Andrew said quickly. He clutched her hand. “Oh, please do not leave,” he begged. “Please do not go away and leave me alone with—”

He broke off and stared at the door. All the color drained from his little face.

Maggie turned and saw Garret standing in the doorway.

“Go ahead,” Garret challenged Andrew coldly. He smiled. “Say it. Please do not leave me alone with Garret. He is a killer. Say it!”

Andrew began to shake.

Maggie put her arm around the younger boy’s shoulder to protect him. But Garret flicked his hand out and pinched Andrew’s ear hard.

Andrew squealed in pain. He slapped Garret’s cheek.

“I will get you later,” Garret told Andrew, spitting out the words. “Sometime when you do not have her around to protect you, little baby.” He turned and ran, hands clenched into fists.

“Oh, dear,” Maggie said. She sat down on the bed and patted the spot beside her.

Andrew hurried over and dropped down next to Maggie. “Garret does not mean all the horrible things he says,” Andrew told her.

“Oh, no?” Maggie asked. Then why are you so frightened of him? she thought.

“No, Miss Thomas, he puts on an act, that is all. He did not kill our other governesses.”

“What did you say?” Maggie cried.

“I am sure he told you he killed them. He wants to scare you. He wants you to leave, you see.”

“I know he does,” Maggie told Andrew. “I know.”

She squeezed his shoulder. “Why did the other governesses leave?” she asked.

“One governess left to get married,” Andrew said. “Mrs. Squires left because she was angry at Mr. Squires. And the other one . . .” Andrew’s words trailed off. He lowered his eyes to the floor.

Maggie felt her body tense.

“You can tell me, Andrew,” she coaxed. “The other one? That would be Miss Nealon, would it not?”

“Yes.”

Maggie grasped Andrew’s chin and gently tilted his face up. Forcing his gaze to meet hers.

“Why did Miss Nealon leave, Andrew?”

“Well, she . . . she did not understand Garret,” Andrew said at last. He gripped her hand tightly and gave her a small hopeful smile. “Please say you will stay with us. Please.”

How can I leave this little boy? Maggie thought. Or his brother? Garret clearly needs me too. I certainly cannot abandon them before their father returns. Making sure they are well cared for is my job. It is what I have agreed to do.

Maggie noticed a shiver run through Andrew’s body. She hugged him, hard. “Of course I will stay,” she told him, feeling a sudden rush of warmth. “I will stay! I will stay!”

 

♦ ♦ ♦

That night Maggie had trouble falling asleep.

Every time she closed her eyes she thought she heard the soft beat of wings. She pictured a flock of red robins slowly flying down to peck out her eyes.

Finally, though, she felt herself floating down, like one of the robins, into a deep, restful sleep.

She awoke to the sound of someone crying softly.

Maggie tried to block out the sound, tried to stay asleep, safe and snug in her bed.

But the crying grew louder.

Was it one of the boys having a nightmare?

She sat up. Listened hard. From some distant corner of the mansion came a mournful cry. So full of pain.

It did not sound like a child’s cry. It scarcely sounded human.

Maggie felt her heart flutter in her chest. What could be making that awful sound?

I must find out, Maggie thought. The boys could be in danger.

Maggie swung her bare feet out of bed and onto the cold floor. Shivering, she slipped on the dark red robe that she found hanging in the wardrobe. Probably left behind by one of those other governesses, Maggie thought.

Maggie found a candle and matches on her dresser. She struck a match, but her fingers trembled so badly it went out before she could light the candle.

Calm down, she ordered herself. She tried a second match. It blew out.

The low cry filled her ears again. I cannot bear it, Maggie thought. The sound was worse than any of the cries she ever heard in prison.

Maggie struck a third match—and managed to light the candle. She picked it up and made her way to the hall.

Shadows jumped out in front of her as she headed toward Andrew’s room. Maggie’s heart beat faster and faster. She felt safer back in her room. More protected somehow. Out in the hall, she felt as if something could swoop down and grab her.

Maggie forced herself to keep moving. Be sensible. She reached Andrew’s room. She listened from outside the door. If he were sleeping peacefully, she didn’t want to wake him.

No sound.

She hurried to Garret’s door.

No sound there, either.

Maggie let out her breath in a sigh of relief. She turned back to her own room. Perhaps she had imagined the whole thing. Maybe she had dreamed it.

Wait. There it was again. A long, soft wail that seemed to drift down to her from somewhere high above.

Maggie thought about scurrying back to her room and bolting the door behind her. But she couldn’t.

She followed the sound through the dark old house. It led her down the long, wide hallway, to the left tower. She opened the tower door and began to climb the dark, winding stairs.

As she climbed, the crying sound grew louder.

And louder.

Who could it be? What will I find up there? she wondered with mounting dread.

Cook said she and Mary, the maid, slept in rooms off the kitchen.

George Squires’s quarters were out beyond the stables.

So who could be crying? Who?
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Maggie reached a large round landing at the top of the stairs. She faced a wooden door. The mournful cries came from behind it. Maggie reached for the handle—and the crying stopped dead. As if the person had sensed her there.

Maggie froze, listening. Listening for any sound, no matter how tiny.

Then she heard a soft sighing sound behind her. The hair on her arms stood up. Slowly she turned around.

A narrow window looked down on the lawn. The sound seemed to be coming from there now.

Cautiously, Maggie approached the window. It stood slightly open.

Outside, tree branches creaked slowly in the breeze. The wind rustling the leaves made a sighing, crying sound.

Wait a minute, she thought. Was that the sound I heard?

A gust of wind howled across the landing. It blew out Maggie’s candle. Leaving her in total darkness.

Maggie forced herself to stay motionless. Listening hard.

She heard only the leaves. The branches. The wind.

Foolish me, she thought. Frightened by the wind. Acting like a child.

She groped her way across the landing and down the twisting staircase. The large old house remained silent until she was back in bed with the covers drawn up neatly under her chin.

Then the crying sound began all over again. Louder and more insistent than before.

And it didn’t sound like the wind.

 

♦ ♦ ♦

“And this room is where we keep the silver and such,” explained Andrew the next morning. After breakfast he insisted on giving Maggie a tour of the estate. Garret had refused to come along, although Maggie invited him three separate times.

Maybe it’s just as well, she thought. Maybe I need to get to know Andrew and Garret separately for now. But she did want to get to know Garret. She thought he needed a friend even more than Andrew did.

“Come on!” Andrew cried. He raced into a room lined with paintings. He stopped in front of a portrait of a beautiful woman with long blond tresses framing a thin, sad face. Another portrait of the boys’ mother, Maggie thought. Again she felt uncomfortable as she gazed at the woman.

“This is the gallery,” Andrew told her casually. She thought his big blue eyes looked shiny, as if moist with tears.

“Andrew? Is this your mother?” she asked gently, stepping close to the painting the little boy had been studying.

Andrew nodded slowly.

“She was very beautiful,” Maggie said softly.

Andrew looked away.

“Andrew—” Maggie tried to find the right words. “I am sorry about your mother. You must feel free to speak about her if you like.”

The little boy bit his lip. Maggie could tell he struggled not to cry.

Feeling a wave of tenderness and pity, Maggie threw her arms around the child. He let himself be hugged for a moment, then slipped free from her grasp.

“I think the paintings in this room are very fine,” he said loudly.

It wrenched Maggie’s heart watching the little boy try to be so brave. He lost his mother. His father is nowhere to be found. And three governesses left him.

All he has left is Garret. And Garret is so troubled. So angry.

Andrew has me now, Maggie reminded herself. They both have me!

“There are paintings of almost everyone in the Malbourne family on these walls,” Andrew continued, interrupting her thoughts. He spun in circles in the center of the room, his arms open wide.

“Careful,” Maggie said, catching him as he tottered slightly. “You’re dizzy.”

“This is my grandfather,” Andrew said, pointing to a portrait in an elaborate frame. “I think he looks scary. Do you agree?”

“Very. Here, I can make the same face.” Maggie tightened her lips into a straight line, lowered her eyebrows, and stared down her nose at him.

Andrew giggled. “And this is my father, Harrison Malbourne the second.”

Maggie stopped short. There stood Harrison Malbourne, her employer. So we meet at last, she thought. Even if it was only a painting!

The man gazed at her with eyes as blue and clear as those of his younger son. Dark hair. A strong jaw. A cleft chin. Handsome did not begin to describe him.

But his face held a troubled expression. And his hair had a streak of white—unusual for one so young. Why does Tanglewood have such an effect on people? she wondered. Why is everyone so unhappy in this place?

She forced herself to look away. “Well, Andrew, what is next?”

He took her hand and led her to the billiard room. Then outside to see the stables and the horses.

After feeding each horse a carrot, Andrew continued his tour with a walk around the grounds. “Charcoal!” he yelled suddenly. He ran down the sloping lawn so fast that he almost fell. “Charcoal!”

When Maggie reached him, she found Andrew kneeling, gently petting a large gray cat.

“This is Charcoal,” Andrew told her. “He likes to be stroked under his chin. See?”

She knelt beside him.

“Yes. He’s a beauty,” Maggie answered.

“Go ahead. You can pet him. He is a very friendly cat.”

Maggie stroked the cat’s gray fur from head to tail. He arched his back and his purring grew even louder.

“Cook feeds him,” Andrew explained. “He lives in the yard. He belonged to Miss Nealon.”

Maggie felt herself stiffen at the mention of one of the former governesses.

“She must have been sorry to leave such a wonderful cat behind,” Maggie remarked. She kept her tone casual, but she watched Andrew carefully. “Perhaps she’ll be able to come back and visit someday. I bet Charcoal would like that.”

Andrew stared up at Maggie, his blue eyes serious. “Miss Nealon can never, ever come back,” he said.

“Why not?” Maggie asked.

Andrew picked up Charcoal and buried his face in the cat’s fur.

“Why not, Andrew?” Maggie asked again. She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling a chill run through her.

“She . . . she’s too far away. Africa, I think. Yes, she’s a missionary lady in Africa now,” Andrew said in a rush. He put Charcoal down and jumped to his feet. Then he dashed away.

“Come see my favorite place of all,” he called back to Maggie. She hurried after him. Her long skirt made it difficult for her to keep up.

Andrew stopped in front of a row of high green hedges. A gap in the hedges appeared almost like a doorway. “Come on,” he urged. He darted through the gap.

Maggie followed him. The hedges grew so high she could not see over them, and the place was darker and cooler than the lawn.

The hedges rustled—and Andrew disappeared. “Andrew! Wait!”

Maggie felt a sting of panic. Do not leave me! she wanted to cry out.

But she was the governess. He was the boy! “I shall catch you!” she cried, trying to pretend she was only playing. “I shall catch you!”

Maggie ran after him—and found another doorway between the hedges. She dashed through—then came to an abrupt halt. Andrew was nowhere in sight. A choice of two doors awaited her.

A bird gave a shrill cry. Then Maggie heard a soft rustle in the hedges. She listened hard. Which direction did the sound come from? Which way did Andrew go?

Maggie took a deep breath and chose the door to the left. Andrew jumped out in front of her and laughed when she squealed.

Then he ran on ahead. Ducking left, then right. Several times Maggie found herself alone at a dead end. But then Andrew would appear behind her, laughing, and start the chase again. Deeper and deeper.

Until at last they reached the maze’s very center.

Andrew fell to the ground, laughing happily and kicking his shoes against the grass.

“Andrew! Your suit.”

He sat up, panting and grinning. “Sometimes when Garret is in one of his tempers, I come and hide here,” Andrew confessed.

“You mean like yesterday?” Maggie asked.

Andrew threw his head back and stared up at the sky without answering.

Can Garret get into a worse temper than yesterday? Maggie wondered. She shuddered at the thought.

“This is called a topiary maze,” Andrew explained, changing the subject. “My great grandfather built it.” He stood and they set out down the paths again.

They came out of the maze on the other side of the lawn. And as they made their way around the estate, Maggie noticed an old stone well. So quaint and inviting. She started toward it.

Then she realized that Andrew no longer trotted beside her.

She stopped, and turned back.

Andrew stared at the well. His face pale.

“What is it?” Maggie asked. “What is wrong?”

“It is nothing,” he called to her. But his voice shook. “I am just a little cold. Perhaps I could go inside now?”

“Of course.” As Maggie led the boy inside, she caught a flash of motion in a high window.

Garret. Scowling down on them from the window of his room.

 

♦ ♦ ♦

When are you coming back? Maggie thought as she stared at the portrait of Harrison Malbourne. We need you here. I need you. I need someone to tell me the truth about Tanglewood. I need someone to advise me on how to handle Garret.

During her first week at Tanglewood she had often found herself gazing at the painting. I must find out more about him, she suddenly decided. I must.

An awful thought popped into her mind. It was her afternoon off. What if she were to sneak inside his room?

Maggie walked casually down the hall. Each of her footsteps sounded like thunder to her ears. But no one appeared to demand where she was going or what she was doing. She reached the closed door to Mr. Malbourne’s bedroom.

She hesitated. She didn’t need to feel her stomach flipping over to know this was wrong. But she felt drawn to go inside.

If someone caught her inside this room, what excuse could she possibly give for trespassing? Maggie did not stop to decide. She turned the knob. Unlocked. She slipped inside and quietly shut the door behind her.

Bookshelves covered two walls of the bedroom. Beautiful volumes with leather spines filled each shelf. Maggie ran her finger along a row of books. Such an educated man he must be to read all these—

She stopped short.

On the wall, over the bed, hung a heavy musket.

An heirloom, she quickly decided. Mr. Malbourne could not be a violent man. Not the Mr. Malbourne in the picture.

Maggie turned her attention to a small gold-topped desk, piled high with editions of the New York Herald Tribune. Maggie paged through several papers, immediately drawn by the familiar names. Broadway. Fifth Avenue. Memories of the world she had left behind came rushing back.

She saw herself singing “The Children in the Wood” with her father and her sister around the fire. Attending lectures at the Lyceum. Performing charity work.

Maggie shook her head. She did not have time for newspapers—or memories—right now. She glanced around the room. Moved to the tall wooden chiffonier. She opened a few drawers, feeling very guilty. Going into his room was one thing, opening drawers was another.

But she didn’t stop exploring. She picked up the tiny jewelled music box that sat on top of the bureau. She lifted the lid and smiled as a sweet and tinkling tune began to play. The box was empty.

Maggie closed the lid. She carefully set the box back down, trying to place it exactly where it had been. As she did so, something inside the box rattled slightly.

Strange! She thought the box was empty . . .

She turned the music box upside down and ran her fingers over the bottom. Then she pushed on the side panels. The last panel she tried suddenly slid away, revealing a tiny wooden drawer with a bit of blue ribbon for a handle.

She carefully opened the drawer with two fingers.

Inside lay a silver key.

Clearly Mr. Malbourne does not want anyone to use this, Maggie thought. He would probably be furious if he knew she had found his secret hiding place.

“What are you doing with that?”

Maggie spun around. Garret stood behind her, eyes blazing.

“I said, what are you doing with that?” he demanded. “And what are you doing in my father’s room? You have no right to be in here. I could have you fired, do you hear me?”

When did he come in? Maggie had not heard a sound.

“I—I wandered in here by mistake,” Maggie stammered, wishing she had prepared a better excuse. She quickly shut the music box’s secret drawer. Then she hurried past Garret. “Come, let us both go outside and—”

Garret did not follow her.

When she turned back to face him, he crossed his arms. “Do not ever touch my father’s things again,” he told her sternly. “It makes my mother angry, do you hear? Very angry.”

Maggie felt the blood drain from her face. She could not have heard him correctly.

“What did you say?”

“I said it makes my mother very angry!” he cried.

“But, Garret,” Maggie said gently, “your mother is dead.”
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“Do not say that!” Garret screamed. “Never say that! Mother can hear you! She can hear everything!”

Garret rushed at her and pummeled her with his small fists.

She caught his arms, trying to hold him, calm him. “Garret, please, be reasonable—”

“You must know she is in the house!” Garret screamed. “Do you not hear her crying every night?”

Crying?

Maggie felt as if a dagger of ice had sliced down her spine.

“You have heard her!” Garret accused. “I can tell by the look on your face. So you know. She wants out of the tower! Now let—me—go!”

“No, Garret, wait! It is the wind that makes that howling sound in the tower.” Maggie tried to hold him, but the boy broke free from her arms and raced away down the hall.

 

♦ ♦ ♦

That night, Maggie heard the low wails again.

Just as she heard them every night since she had arrived at Tanglewood.

Garret’s words ran through her head again and again.

Maggie lay in bed, shaking. Could it be true? Could the crying voice belong to Garret and Andrew’s dead mother?

No. I do not believe in ghosts, Maggie told herself.

And that was true. In the daylight. Around Cook or Andrew. But alone in her room, the sounds chilled her. Sometimes they sounded so piercing she felt as if the crying were inside her own brain.

Maggie flung off the bedcovers and began to pace around her little room.

Of course it is not Mrs. Malbourne that I hear, she told herself, punching her thigh with her fist. Garret is a troubled little boy who makes up stories.

You know he wants to frighten you. This is his newest attempt.

But the crying went on and on.

And it didn’t sound like the wind. It never had . . . although she let herself believe it.

Maggie stopped her pacing. “If not the wind, there is another explanation. A natural explanation,” she whispered.

She would search and search until she found out what was making that awful sound. She would find out once and for all.

She threw on her robe and climbed the winding staircase.

Once again, the crying seemed to grow louder as she reached the top of the dark landing.

“Who is here?” Maggie demanded. “Answer me!”

A billowing white cloud rose in front of the tower room door.
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Maggie stumbled backward. Her heart hesitated in her chest, then began beating hard and fast.

“Andrew!”

He stood there barefoot in his long white nightshirt. Tears streaming down his face.

“What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in bed?”

He nodded at the closed door. “This was my mother’s sickroom,” he explained through his tears. He sniffled hard. “I like to come here sometimes, and sit by the door. My father forbids it. Please do not tell on me, Miss Thomas. Please. I—beg you.”

Maggie felt as if she might shout with relief at her own foolishness. So this was who she heard crying every night! Poor Andrew. Crying for his lost mother.

“Of course I will not tell,” she whispered, gently stroking Andrew’s soft, curly locks. “Come, Andrew. It is well past time you were in bed.”

She picked him up. He lay his head heavily on her shoulder. “I like to talk to her sometimes,” Andrew said. “She likes to know what is going on in the house. I told her all about you, Miss Thomas.”

Maggie’s heart gave a hard thump. Did Andrew believe his mother’s spirit was in the tower room? Did he believe she knew everything that went on at Tanglewood as Garret did?

She would need to speak to him about this. The belief wasn’t healthy for either boy.

By the time she had carried Andrew downstairs, he was sound asleep. She tucked him into his bed and kissed his forehead. As she did so, he stirred uneasily and opened his eyes. “You promise you will not tell?” he asked sleepily.

“I promise. I will not tell. But the next time you feel sad like this, you must come to me. I promise I will cheer you up.” Closing his eyes again, the little boy smiled and squeezed her hand.

Maggie kissed his forehead one last time, then returned to her room.

Poor Andrew, Maggie thought as she returned the robe to the closet. And poor Garret. They need so much. More than I can give them, I fear. I wish their father would return.

She slid back into bed. She would sleep better tonight than she had in—

Her bare foot touched something wet . . . and warm.

She jumped up and threw back the covers.

“No! Oh, no!” she cried.

Fresh dark blood soaked the sheets.

Charcoal’s blood. The big gray cat’s throat had been slit. Maggie could see the shiny strands of muscle and a flash of white bone. The cat’s unblinking yellow eyes stared up at her. Flat, dead eyes.

A sharp coppery smell hit Maggie’s nostrils. She could taste it on the back of her tongue. Blood. The smell and taste of blood.

Maggie closed her eyes and covered her mouth. Several moments passed before she could force herself to gaze at the poor murdered creature. When she did, she noticed a piece of paper tied around the cat’s throat with a bit of string.

Maggie gingerly picked up the blood-spattered note and opened it.

“Curiosity killed the cat, Miss Thomas,” read the note in a small, childish hand.
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Maggie gently wrapped Charcoal’s small body in the sheet.

Oh, Garret, she thought. I knew you wanted me to leave. But I never believed you were capable of this.

Maggie didn’t know what to do. She did not think it was safe to allow Garret to stay at Tanglewood. Not with his younger brother there. But she could not make the decision to move him to an institution.

Oh, she felt so alone here. Cook would never help her decide what to do. And George Squires barely mumbled a word to anyone.

Then you will have to take charge, won’t you? Maggie asked herself. She dressed quickly and carried Charcoal’s body out to the garden.

She wanted to bury Charcoal right away. She did not want Andrew to see him. The little boy loved the cat. After she had buried it, she would decide what to do next.

Maggie found a spade in the gardening shed. She brought it to a flower bed near the house. Kneeling in the cold ground, she began digging a grave for Charcoal.

“Maggie,” a woman called softly.

Who was it? Cook? The maid?

Maggie glanced around the dark lawn. She saw no one.

The events of the night were more than enough to set your imagination racing, she thought. She peered around the dark grounds again. Then continued to dig.

Finally, she thought the hole appeared big enough. She gingerly placed the bloody bundle inside. Then she began to fill the dirt back in.

“Maggie ....”

Maggie’s head jerked up.

She felt sure of it now. Someone called her name.

She scrambled to her feet and turned around slowly. Searching. Searching. Searching.

“Who is there?” Maggie demanded. Her dry throat made her voice soft and weak.

“Show yourself!” Maggie cried.

Then she raised her eyes up—up to one of the tower rooms.

Maggie’s heartbeat thudded in her temples. She swayed on her feet.

“Please, no,” she whispered.

A woman stood in the window, staring down at her. A woman Maggie recognized immediately.

The long, light blond hair. The thin, beautiful face.

It cannot be, Maggie thought.

But it was. It was Mrs. Malbourne.
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Mrs. Malbourne threw the window open. She stared down from the tower—stared right at Maggie. Her long, light blond hair blew around her thin face. Her eyes glowed green.

“Danger . . .” Mrs. Malbourne moaned.

Maggie felt a wave of cold surge up from her feet. Leaving her frozen, unable to move. If it reaches my heart, I’ll die, Maggie thought. My heart will freeze, and I will die.

The green glow of Mrs. Malbourne’s eyes mesmerized Maggie. Look away! she ordered herself. You must look away!

The ice in her body moved higher. Past her knees, past her thighs. Her stomach cramped as the wave of cold hit it.

Still Maggie could not tear her eyes away from Mrs. Malbourne’s.

“Danger . . .” the other woman moaned, her face twisted in anguish. “Go . . .”

Maggie broke her eyes away from Mrs. Malbourne’s gaze. She ran, her legs stinging and burning. She tripped as she passed the tall hedges of the topiary maze, but pushed herself to her feet and kept on.

Where should she go? Nowhere at Tanglewood was safe. But there was no way to leave the huge estate. Not tonight.

I’ll be safer inside, she decided. At least I can lock myself in my room!

Hurry! she cried to herself. Hurry!

She darted inside and slammed the door. She raced down the dark hallway—and two strong hands grabbed her from behind.

“No! Help!” she shrieked. “Let me go!”

Maggie twisted and kicked, but the big hands would not release her.

“Who are you?” a man’s angry voice demanded. “What are you doing here?” He spun Maggie around to face him.

Shaking all over, Maggie stared up at her captor.

He towered above her, a scowl on his face. One streak of white slashed through his dark hair.

Maggie instantly recognized this tall man. Mr. Malbourne.

“I said, who are you?” he demanded.

“I-I-I am your new governess, sir.”

“My governess?” Mr. Malbourne stared at her as if she were insane. Then he said, “Come this way.”

He led her down the hall, threw open the doors to the library, and marched her inside. “You are shivering,” he said curtly. “I will start a fire.”

She huddled by the doors as he picked up the silver tinderbox and bellows. As he worked, Maggie gazed at her hands. And her arms. Covered with dirt. He must think he has hired a madwoman, she thought. I will be fired on the spot.

“Come here,” Mr. Malbourne ordered her. “You will not warm yourself standing over there.”

Maggie forced herself to cross the room. Her legs trembled, and she felt unsure of the cause. Her experience in the garden? Or the way Mr. Malbourne studied her now? She found herself blushing furiously.

Calm yourself, Maggie, she thought.

“I take it then that you are Miss Thomas,” he said, glancing back at the fire.

“When last I checked, yes.”

He turned quickly, giving her only the barest hint of a smile.

And yet, that faint smile did more to warm her than the hissing flames of the new fire.

“Miss Thomas, I must apologize for startling you in that rude fashion.”

She stood only feet from him now. She found herself staring at the cleft in Mr. Malbourne’s chin. She had to force her gaze back up to his eyes.

“Oh, not at all,” she began. “It was all my fault for—”

“But what the devil were you doing outside in the middle of the night?” he interrupted.

Maggie opened her mouth to answer, but no words came out. She couldn’t tell him that his new employee had allowed his sons to convince her their dead mother lived in the tower.

My imagination completely ran away with me out there in the dark, she thought. Of course I did not see Mrs. Malbourne’s ghost.

“I was burying a cat, sir,” Maggie finally managed to answer.

Mr. Malbourne frowned. “Burying a cat? What cat?”

“Charcoal, I believe the children call him.” I am speaking too fast, Maggie thought.

“Oh, yes, yes. Charcoal. He died? I am sorry. But rather an odd time for a cat funeral, is it not?”

Maggie decided it was not the time to tell him the circumstances of the cat’s death. She needed to have a long conversation with him about both his sons. But not here. Not in the middle of the night.

“It is, sir,” Maggie agreed. “But I did not want the children to see its dead body and become upset. After what they have been through—”

Mr. Malbourne winced. “Quite right.”

Oh, why did I say that? Maggie wondered. Why remind him of his wife’s passing, his terrible loss?

Mr. Malbourne wandered aimlessly about the room. He pulled a book off the shelf, pushed it back in. Then he flung himself into a chair. Rubbed his face with both hands.

Then he jerked up his head as if he had just remembered her presence. “Miss Thomas—allow me to apologize for having been away since you arrived. I suppose you have been here long enough to see that Tanglewood ....”

Mr. Malbourne’s deep voice reminded Maggie of an organ’s low notes. Hypnotic.

He broke off and ran his fingers through his thick hair. “I had no right to bring you into such a home, a pretty young woman such as yourself.”

Pretty?

The word gave Maggie a shivery thrill.

At one time in her life, not a day went by without some young man calling Maggie pretty—or giving her a much more elaborate compliment.

But so much had happened since then. So, so much.

“I was—am—very glad for the job,” she stammered.

“You will pardon me for saying so, but I do not think I have ever seen hair that shade,” Mr. Malbourne continued in his low voice. “It is the color of flames.”

“Is it?” She laughed and laughed, having trouble stopping. I sound like a mad fool, she told herself.

But Mr. Malbourne laughed along with her. “Now that is a welcome sound. Laughter at Tanglewood,” he said, shaking his head. “Well, well. But you must think me very strange. We meet in the middle of the night and suddenly I am talking about your hair.”

“Not at all!”

A low, pitiful wail filled the room.

Mr. Malbourne stiffened.

Poor Andrew, Maggie thought. He must be up by the tower room again, crying and crying. She remembered her promise not to tell his father that she discovered him there.

“The wind howling through the tower window makes a horrible sound, doesn’t it?” she said instead. “I will go up and close it before I return to bed.”

Mr. Malbourne grabbed her by the arms, his fingers digging into her soft skin. He glared down at her, his blue eyes icy. “Never go up there.” He gave her a quick shake. “Never, do you hear me?”
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Mr. Malbourne released her. “Good night, Miss Thomas,” he said gruffly. “We will speak further in the morning.”

Maggie turned without a word and rushed up the stairs to her room. She locked the door behind her and leaned against it, her heart beating fast.

Why did Mr. Malbourne forbid her to go to the tower room? Why did he turn so cold and angry?

Perhaps the room where his wife died is a place he wants to keep private, she thought. Andrew said that his father had forbidden him to go to the tower—and he had begged Maggie not to tell on him.

But Maggie didn’t feel convinced. There are so many secrets in this house, she thought. How can I remain here without knowing the truth about Tanglewood?

Maggie sighed. She crossed over to the washstand and poured some water into the basin. She cleaned as much of the dirt off her hands and face and feet as she could. Then she changed into a fresh nightgown and put fresh sheets on her bed.

The thought of sleeping where Charcoal’s poor, bloody body lay so recently made her stomach turn. Don’t be squeamish, Maggie ordered herself. She stared down at the bed for a long moment, then climbed in and tried to will herself to sleep.

 

♦ ♦ ♦

The next morning, Maggie arranged her hair in one style after another. You are delaying going downstairs, she scolded herself.

How would Mr. Malbourne treat her after their strange encounter last night? Would he be harsh and cold? Or give her compliments? Maggie’s stomach fluttered. She felt nervous about seeing her employer again.

Well, arriving late to breakfast won’t solve anything, she thought. She smoothed the long skirts of her dark-blue gown and headed to the dining room.

“Ah, there you are,” Cook called as she walked through the doorway. “Mr. Malbourne is back. He asked that the children be served breakfast in the nursery, so that you two could talk about their progress privately.”

“Thank you,” Maggie answered. She sat down, feeling more nervous than before. A few minutes later, Mr. Malbourne entered the room. He took his seat at the head of the polished table. Cook and Mary served them eggs, sausages, and hot biscuits. Then they retreated to the kitchen.

“Miss Thomas, I must apologize to you,” Mr. Malbourne said abruptly the moment they left the room. “I reacted much too strongly when you suggested going up to the tower. It is just that . . . the stairs are old and crumbly.” He glanced down at the table. “I would not want you to get hurt.”

“I understand,” Maggie told him. What he said made sense. But somehow she didn’t think he told her the whole truth. Was there another reason he didn’t want her in the tower?

“You must keep the boys away from it as well.”

“Of course,” Maggie said. “But there is something I must tell you about the tower,” she continued. “Both Garret and Andrew feel that . . . feel that the spirit of their mother is in that room.”

“That’s nonsense!” Mr. Malbourne exclaimed. “I thought I hired a sensible governess. Not an easily frightened little mouse!”

“I do not believe the boys! And I am not afraid!” Maggie shot back, her temper rising. “But I thought you should know. Andrew cries every night and still talks to her. Garret thinks she can see and hear everything.”

Maggie locked gazes with Mr. Malbourne. “I do not believe in ghosts, sir,” she said firmly. “But terrible things are happening at Tanglewood. Things we must discuss.”

“If you wish to go—” Mr. Malbourne began.

Cook entered with another serving tray. Then quickly turned and fled.

“I do not,” Maggie snapped. “But I need you to explain to me why you have had three governesses in less than a year. Your son Garret tells me he killed them all. I cannot believe that—although I’m afraid he did kill Charcoal. He slashed the poor animal’s throat and left it in my bed.”

“Garret would never do that. Never!” Mr. Malbourne declared.

Maggie could hear her voice growing higher and higher. But she couldn’t stop. “Well, someone did. Blood stained the sheets. Wet, red blood. It smeared on my fingers. On my feet. On my nightgown.” She began to tremble. “And there was a note. A note that said ‘curiosity killed the cat.’”

Mr. Malbourne jumped up. He strode around the table and sat down in the chair next to Maggie’s. His expression softened. “That is enough to terrify anyone.”

The kindness in his voice startled Maggie. She stared into his blue eyes, and felt some of the fear drain from her body.

“I’m very sorry, sir,” she said. “I did not expect to lose control of myself that way. But it has been very difficult trying to cope with—”

Mr. Malbourne did not allow her to finish. “Of course it has,” he murmured. “But we will find a way to fix it all.”

Relief washed through Maggie. Then she had the strong feeling of being watched. She turned her head—and found Garret and Andrew staring at her. Her face burned at being discovered sitting so close to their father.

“It is a beautiful day, boys,” Mr. Malbourne exclaimed. He did not sound at all embarrassed, Maggie noted. “I think the three of us and Miss Thomas should take a ride. Perhaps Cook will pack us a picnic.”

“But Miss Thomas does not have a horse,” Andrew reminded him.

“She can ride Fancy,” Mr. Malbourne answered.

“But Fancy is Mother’s horse,” Andrew said softly, his eyes on the ground.

Mr. Malbourne reached out and raised Andrew’s chin, forcing the boy to meet his eyes. “Your mother wouldn’t mind,” he said gently.

“Yes, she would!” Garret exploded. “She would see. And she would hate it. You know that, Father!”

“Enough, Garret,” Mr. Malbourne said firmly. “Your mother is dead. Who rides her horse is no longer important to her.”

Maggie studied the face of each little boy. They don’t believe him, she thought. They do not believe him.

Mr. Malbourne shrugged. “You don’t have to ride with us,” he told Garret and Andrew. “But Miss Thomas and I are going.”

Neither boy said a word. “Very well.” He turned to Maggie. “I have some correspondence to attend to. Will you meet me in the stables at eleven?”

Maggie nodded. “I think I will take a few sugar cubes out to Fancy and introduce myself,” she said, trying to make her voice bright and cheerful. “Would you boys like to come?”

Garret turned and ran from the room. Andrew tore after him.

“I will see you at the stables,” Mr. Malbourne said shortly. He strode from the room after the boys.

Maggie sighed. Another reason for Garret to want me away from Tanglewood, she thought. Even Andrew clearly disapproves.

She scooped a few sugar cubes out of the sugar bowl and strolled out to the stable. She lifted the heavy wooden bar that opened the stable door and slipped inside the dark building.

The horses nickered and whinnied as she approached. She pulled in a deep breath as she made her way to the stall with Fancy’s name on it. She loved the smell of the straw.

“Here, girl,” she crooned. “Sweets for the sweet.” She laughed as the horse snuffled her palm.

Maggie leaned her forehead against the horse’s nose and stroked the animal’s long neck. “The boys don’t want me riding you,” Maggie said. “I wonder if they think I’m trying to take their mother’s place?”

Am I? Maggie thought suddenly. She lifted her head.

She certainly hadn’t been. Until she saw Mr. Malbourne. She immediately felt drawn to him. To the intensity in his blue eyes.

And when he touched her . . . Maggie could hardly describe the sensations that flooded through her. They were nothing like her experiences with boys back in New York.

But then Mr. Malbourne was nothing like the boys back in New York either. Maggie felt so much safer now that he had returned to Tanglewood. He told me he would fix things, and he will, Maggie thought.

The two carriage horses began to stamp their feet in their stalls. Then Andrew’s pony gave a high whinny.

A shudder rippled through Fancy. Her eyes rolled back until Maggie could see the whites.

“What’s wrong, girl?” she cried. She stared around the stable. Nothing appeared out of place.

Then Maggie smelled the smoke.

Heard the crackle of burning straw.

Fire!

Fancy reared up. Her large front hooves pawing the air. The horse screamed in terror.

Let the horses out! Maggie ordered herself. That’s the first thing to do. She unlatched Fancy’s stall. The horse thundered past her—almost throwing Maggie to the ground.

Maggie’s eyes began to burn as the smoke spread. Growing thicker, darker. She released the boys’ ponies and moved on to the carriage horses.

Before she could set them free, she began to choke. Hard, painful coughs racked her body. She bent forward from the waist, trying to pull in slow, steady breaths.

Then she straightened up and opened the stall door. Only three more to go. Maggie forced herself to keep moving.

Done! She fought her way to the stable door. Pushing past the terrified horses. She could feel their hot breath. Hear their screams.

She yanked on the door. It would not open.

One of the carriage horses reared over her. Its huge hooves over her head.

Maggie jerked away. She stumbled. And fell to the ground.

She stared up at the fear-crazed horses. They are going to trample me!
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Maggie curled up into a ball. She could see the horses’ powerful hooves stomping the ground all around her.

A shower of sparks flew down from the stable roof. The horses threw themselves at the locked door. Squealing and biting one another.

A hoof came down on her shoulder. On her thigh. Maggie wrapped her arms over her head.

The smell of burning straw and wood grew stronger and stronger. White dots exploded in front of her eyes. Soon the flames would reach her.

Bang! Bang!

The stable doors flew open.

The ground trembled under Maggie as the horses galloped by. Two strong hands lifted her up up into the air. And someone carried her out of the stables.

Mr. Malbourne. He set her down gently. “Maggie, are you all right?”

“Yes, yes, I think so.” Her voice sounded thick and scratchy. George Squires ran past them with buckets of water.

“Go inside the house,” Mr. Malbourne ordered her.

“I’ll help you,” Maggie cried.

“No! Inside, Maggie! I beg you! Now!”

Maggie obeyed. She waited alone in the mansion’s large entry hall. Finally Mr. Malbourne returned. Soot marked his cheeks. “The fire is out,” he told her. “But the stables are destroyed.”

He sank down on a long wooden bench, and Maggie sat beside him. “Are you sure you are all right?” he asked.

Maggie clasped her hands in her lap and stared at them for a moment. Trying to decide what to say to him. She felt black and blue. And her lungs ached from the smoke.

“I am unharmed,” she told him. Then she gazed over at Mr. Malbourne. “But I am frightened. So frightened. Someone tried to kill me. Someone barred the stable door from the outside. It must have been Garret. He—”

“No!” Mr. Malbourne leaped to his feet. “No! There is an explanation for everything that has happened. But it does not involve my sons. It cannot. They are little boys.”

Mr. Malbourne glared down at her. He suddenly seemed to realize he had been shouting. He sat down again. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I seem to find myself apologizing to you frequently,” he added with a tired smile.

“I-I don’t know what you expect from me, Mr. Malbourne,” Maggie said. “I want to continue to care for the children, but ....”

“You must give me some time,” Mr. Malbourne told her. “I must leave Tanglewood tonight.”

Maggie drew in a sharp little gasp. She hoped Mr. Malbourne did not notice.

“I will be back tomorrow evening. Give me until then, and we will begin to straighten everything out,” Mr. Malbourne promised. “Even if we must all leave Tanglewood.”

Can I do it? Maggie wondered. Can I face another night at Tanglewood, especially now that I know how violent Garret can be?

“I will ask Cook to have Mary sleep in your room with you,” Mr. Malbourne said. “You will be fine. I promise.”

 

♦ ♦ ♦

“Well, good-bye, Miss Thomas,” Mr. Malbourne said that night. Then he hesitated. He glanced over at his carriage. George Squires sat in the driver’s seat, staring straight ahead.

Mr. Malbourne moved closer to Maggie, his gaze moving from her eyes to her lips.

Is he going to kiss me? she thought. And she realized she wanted him to.

Don’t be silly, she ordered herself. You are his children’s governess.

Mr. Malbourne shook his head. “Good-bye,” he said again. Then he stepped quickly into the carriage. The wheels turned as George Squires drove away.

Maggie watched the carriage until it was out of sight, swallowed up by the darkness.

And she had that feeling again. That feeling of being watched.

“Maggie . . . danger . . .” she heard someone whisper.

She turned and gazed up at the tower.

The window stood dark and empty.

Of course it is empty, Maggie told herself. The only danger at Tanglewood is Garret. I will convince his father that he needs special care.

She decided to postpone going inside with a stroll through the gardens. The bright moonlight made it easy to see. She circled around the house, and spotted the old well.

Maggie remembered Andrew’s strange reaction to it—that first day, when he gave her the grand tour. And she had never studied it.

She hurried closer. When she and Andrew played outside, he never led her near this spot. Why? They covered every other patch of the grounds. Another secret, she thought.

She reached the well. A heavy stone lid sat on top. Maggie had to struggle hard to push the cover aside.

She stared down into the dark water. Down to the bottom.

What was that?

Something shiny sparkled in a crack in the well’s stone wall.

Maggie leaned forward, reaching deep into the well, deep into the water.

The water so cold it felt as if it were slicing her skin.

A little farther and I’ll have it, she thought. She lowered her head into the well and stretched out her fingertips. She needed to see what it was.

Grunting with effort, she closed her eyes. Then she felt something hard. Maggie made a fist around the object. Got it!

She struggled to pull herself up. Shoving against the rough walls of the well.

Two small hands slammed down on her back. Giving her a hard shove.

She was falling!

Falling headfirst into the well!
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The dark glassy surface rushed up to meet her.

Splash! Her head hit the cold, slimy water. It rushed up her nose and filled her mouth.

Her long skirts snagged on the rough stones of the well, preventing her from falling all the way in. Her legs flailed about in the air above her. But she couldn’t pull her head above water.

She could not breathe.

Maggie’s heart thundered. It sounded so loud, pounding and pounding in her head. Her lungs ached.

She scratched the sides of the well, trying to push herself backward and out. One of her fingernails snagged in a crack and ripped off.

Maggie kicked and struggled until her head broke free of the water. She sucked in a deep breath, coughing and choking. Her knees hit the edge of the well, and her toes touched the dirt. She used her legs to haul herself back out of the well.

Gasping for air, she turned around wildly. Trying to see who pushed her.

No one there.

Maybe I slipped, she thought. But she couldn’t convince herself of that. She could still feel the hands on her back, shoving her. The little hands of a child. Garret.

Maggie began to wring the water out of her hair—and realized she held something clutched in her right hand.

The shiny object! What she reached into the well for in the first place!

Slowly, she opened her fingers.

It was a ring.

A ring that matched the one Andrew wore. Only a different set of initials had been engraved in this red garnet stone.

G.M.

“Garret!” she whispered.

Andrew is terrified of this spot. And now I find Garret’s ring in the well. What happened out here? Did Garret try to push Andrew in the well—the way he did me?

Time to talk to Garret, Maggie decided. She gathered her skirts in both hands and ran around the house to the front door. She rushed up the main staircase—and found Andrew sitting at the top.

“Andrew!” Maggie cried. “I thought you were asleep hours ago!”

“I had a bad dream,” Andrew confessed. “I looked for you—but you were gone.”

“I’m sorry. I took a walk in the gardens,” Maggie told him.

“How did you get all wet?” he asked.

“I . . . I fell in the well. Isn’t that silly?” Maggie asked. She hoped Andrew could not tell how upset she felt.

The color drained from Andrew’s face. “You fell in? How could you fall in? It doesn’t make sense.”

“It’s easy to explain, really,” Maggie reassured him. “I decided to take a peek in the well and I noticed something shiny inside. I reached for it—and leaned too far down. I fell halfway in, but pulled myself right out again.

“And I found this,” she added. She showed him the ring, curious to see if he would have any reaction.

Andrew’s eyes widened with fear.

“What’s wrong, Andrew?” Maggie pressed. “It’s just Garret’s ring.”

Andrew gave a low moan.

Maggie felt her stomach cramp. But she needed to find out the truth.

“Something happened at the well, didn’t it?” Maggie asked. “You can tell me.”

“That’s where he killed her. That’s where Garret killed our mother!” Andrew cried.
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“What? Oh, Andrew! What happened?” Maggie cried.

“He was very angry with Mother,” Andrew said, wiping his little nose with the back of his hand. “He felt she favored me.”

Andrew’s blue eyes brimmed with tears. He slowly nodded, and several tears spilled down his round cheeks. “You see?” he said. “It is my fault.”

“No, Andrew, it is not.” Maggie thought of Henrietta. Of Henrietta’s hatred of Maggie.

“Andrew, listen to me. This is very important. You must never blame yourself for your brother’s jealousy,” Maggie said evenly. “Jealousy is a terrible sickness. It is an ugly side of Garret, but it is not your fault. Now please tell me what happened.”

“I have already said too much.”

“Tell me, Andrew.”

“I should not have told you anything,” Andrew rushed on. “Please, Miss Thomas. Promise me that whatever happens, you will not tell Father. You see, Father believed Garret when he said it was just an accident at the well. He would not be able to stand it if he discovered the truth.”

“An accident?”

“Yes, you see—” Andrew’s voice grew hushed. “Garret told Mother he dropped his ring in the well. Then, when she went to fish it out, he—”

Andrew hung his head. He could not go on.

“He pushed her in?” Maggie said for him.

Andrew did not answer. He did not have to. Maggie turned toward the window.

Tonight, at the well, she felt two little hands shove her . . . just as Mrs. Malbourne must have when she died.

“After she fell,” Maggie asked, “after Garret pushed her into the well, what happened to your poor mother’s body?”

“Father and Mr. Squires got her out of the well. She was—not dead yet.” Andrew sobbed. “The—the doctor came. She was very sick. They brought her up to the tower room. She died up there.”

A question occurred to her. “How do you know all this, Andrew? About Garret and your mother? Did you—did you see him do it?”

Andrew shook his head no.

“Then how?”

Andrew did not reply.

“How, Andrew?”

“Please, Miss Thomas. I do not want to say. You won’t believe me.”

“Andrew.”

The boy remained quiet a long time. He stared down at his hands in his lap. When he spoke, it was as if he were talking to his hands and not to her.

“My mother told me that he drowned her. Remember, I explained that I go up to the tower and talk to her sometimes. My—my mother’s spirit is locked inside that room, Miss Thomas. She cries every night. I only pretended it was me.”

“You’re right, Andrew, I don’t believe that,” Maggie answered gently. “Perhaps your mother does know what you do—but as an angel in heaven,” she added.

“No!” Andrew insisted. “She is locked in the tower room, and she wants to get out: She wants revenge on Garret. She wants to hurt him.”

“You know what I think?” Maggie said. “I think when your father gets back we should all go up to that room and see for ourselves what is in there.”

Andrew jumped up. “If we ever unlock that door, Mother will find Garret and kill him. That’s why Father keeps it locked. He will not tell anyone where he keeps the key.”

“Your father thinks the stairs are dangerous,” Maggie explained, trying to soothe him. “That is probably why he keeps the room locked—to keep anyone from going up there. We will ask him tomorrow. But now let’s get you back to bed.”

Andrew grabbed her hand. “Miss Thomas?”

“Yes?”

“I am scared.”

“Of Garret?”

Andrew nodded. “He gets so angry at me. Sometimes I am afraid he will kill me, too.”

“I know. Do not fear. I will protect you.” Maggie walked him back to his bedroom. “When I shut the door, I want you to lock it behind me. Do not open it again unless I tell you. I will come for you in the morning. Tomorrow I will never leave your side. Do not worry. Now get some rest.”

After she shut the door to his room, and after she heard Andrew turn the key in the lock, Maggie leaned back against the door. She felt drained of all energy and emotion.

But the worst is finally over, she told herself.

She had gotten to the truth, the awful truth, at last.

Garret murdered his own mother. Mr. Malbourne would need to be convinced of that, no matter what it took. He owed it to Andrew. Andrew would never feel safe in a home shared with Garret.

Maggie pushed herself away from Andrew’s door. One last night, she told herself as she slowly walked down the hallway to her own room. And then it will all be over.

She opened the door—and gasped.

A woman lay on her bed.

Her throat slashed open.

Garret stood over her. A bloody knife in his hand.
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Maggie screamed.

Garret turned to face her.

Blood spattered his nightshirt and his little hands and face.

The woman on the bed uttered a long, gurgling breath. Then she was silent.

“You killed Mary!” Maggie cried. “Oh, why, Garret?”

“I didn’t know she was here. I came to see you.” Garret still clutched the knife in his little hand.

Oh, no! Garret mistook Mary for me. She has the same red hair. And she was sleeping in my room.

Garret is going to kill me now, Maggie thought. Maggie turned and bolted from the room.

“Wait!” Garret yelled.

Maggie could hear him pounding after her. She raced down the hall. Her heart pumping so hard it hurt. She glanced behind her, and didn’t see Garret.

She opened the door of the room closest to her and slammed it shut without going in. She continued zigzagging through the house, making noise, trying to confuse Garret.

Then she stopped, and remained very still. She didn’t hear a sound.

Moving as softly and silently as she could, she made her way to Mr. Malbourne’s bedroom. It had a lock. She would hide there.

Andrew was safely locked in his room. She hoped Cook had the sense to lock herself in as well.

When Mr. Malbourne returned the next day, he would be able to stop Garret from hurting any of them.

Maggie pushed open the door. It gave a loud creak.

Was Garret waiting inside for her, the knife raised? Did he know she would come here? Had he guessed?

She had to check before she locked the door behind her. Maggie groped her way into the dark room. Slowly her eyes adjusted to the darkness.

The room stood empty. Maggie let out her breath in relief. She turned back to lock the door.

And Garret stood in the doorway. The knife still in his hand. The metal blade glinted in a shaft of silver moonlight. The blood glistening.

Garret moved toward her. “Miss Thomas. You must let me explain,” he said.

Maggie backed away from him—until she bumped into the chiffonier. Andrew’s voice popped into her head. If we ever unlock that door, Mother will find Garret and kill him.

That gave her an idea. A crazy idea, but maybe her only hope. She snatched up the music box. She snapped open the secret compartment and grasped the key to the tower room.

“Noooo!” Garret howled when he saw it.

Maggie knocked over the chair in front of Mr. Malbourne’s dressing table as she ran past Garret. She could hear him close behind her and she raced to the tower.

“No!” Garret yelled as he chased her up the winding stairs. “You don’t understand!”

Maggie reached the round landing at the top of the tower a few steps ahead of him. She lunged at the door to the tower room and shoved the key into the lock.

Open, please, open, she thought.

She turned the key. Click!

Bang! The door blew open with a slam.

A rush of foul yellow smoke filled the air. Thick smoke that reeked of decaying flesh.

Garret uttered a long, shrill shriek of terror.

Inside the smoke, Maggie saw a woman begin to form. A woman with a thin, beautiful face surrounded by long, flowing hair. “Help me!” Maggie cried. “Please, you must help me!”

Garret backed away, his eyes wide with horror. “No!” he screamed. “No, Mother!”

Mrs. Malbourne’s eyes glowed green with hatred.

I can’t watch, Maggie thought. She couldn’t bear to see what this creature would do to Garret.

But Mrs. Malbourne did not reach for Garret. She reached for Maggie.

“You will never have my husband,” the ghost shrieked, her face twisted with fury. “Never!”
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Boston, 1858

“The ghost of Mrs. Malbourne wrapped her hands around Maggie’s neck, choking her,” Timothy went on, his voice low but steady. “The putrid yellow smoke filled her nose, and mouth, and lungs. And then—”

The door to the library flew open. Clyde and Edwina gasped loudly. Martha gave a little squeal.

Gretchen Fier, Timothy’s stepmother, entered the library. “Do I appear so frightening?” she teased his friends. Everyone laughed loudly, obviously enjoying the release from Timothy’s tense story.

Timothy smiled at his stepmother. She always made his friends feel welcome in their home.

“Timothy,” Mrs. Fier said gently, “I am afraid it is getting rather late. Your friends should be getting home, or their parents will worry.”

Timothy’s friends groaned. “Mrs. Fier, you must not send us home now,” Phillip pleaded. “Timothy is in the middle of telling us a gruesome ghost story about an evil little boy, and he has just come to the very best part.”

“Yes,” Henry agreed. “This last bit about unlocking the tower room had me shivering. Well done, Timothy.”

Gretchen Fier raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure you want to tell that old tale?” she asked Timothy. “It used to frighten you so.”

“I am older, Mother,” he replied with a grin. “I am not afraid.” She gave him a doubtful glance, which didn’t surprise him. She usually knew how he was really feeling, even when he didn’t tell her.

“Oh, please do not make us leave, Mrs. Fier,” Edwina begged from the settee. “Just ten minutes more.”

“Please, please, please,” Martha chimed in.

Mrs. Fier shrugged. “Well, I suppose your friends may stay a little longer. But I will be back soon to check on you.” She shut the door behind her.

Timothy took one last sip of hot cider. My hand is shaking, he realized. I am eighteen years old, and yet I am afraid to speak the rest of this story out loud.

He set the wooden mug on the mantel, hoping no one had noticed his trembling fingers.

Under his bangs, a drop of cold sweat inched down his forehead. He brushed it away. Cleared his throat.

Then turned back to face his friend. His friend in the shadows. His audience of one.

He went on. . . .
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Boston, 1847

The ghost’s thin, strong hands tightened on Maggie’s throat. The thick yellow smoke burned Maggie’s chest and nose. She could taste it on her tongue, thick and oily.

“You will die before you have my husband!” Mrs. Malbourne shrieked. She shook Maggie back and forth by the neck. “How dare you try to steal him from me!”

Bright dots of light floated in front of Maggie’s eyes. Her knees felt weak. They wouldn’t support her much longer. I’m going to faint. I’m going to ....

“Mother!” Garret screamed. And for a moment Mrs. Malbourne’s grip loosened.

Maggie broke free. She turned and staggered down the winding steps. She could feel blasts of foul, hot air on her neck and back. “Maggie . . .” the ghost wailed behind her.

Maggie turned onto the second-floor hallway. She grabbed her skirts and flew across the hall and down the main staircase.

Cold wind ripped through the house. One by one the paintings in the entrance hall smashed to the floor.

Every window shattered. Tornados of glass flew around Maggie. She tried to protect her eyes with one arm as she dashed through the kitchen and made it outside.

Now where? Maggie thought frantically. The topiary maze loomed in front of her.

She had no time to think. She raced to it and ran through the gap in the dark hedge. Which path led to a dead end? She could not remember!

Maggie chose the left path. Then turned right. Which led directly to a dead end. She spun back in the other direction and slipped facedown on the cold, dewy grass.

Where is she? Maggie thought. Is Mrs. Malbourne right behind me? She didn’t hear the ghost wailing or smell the putrid smoke.

Maggie tried to push herself to her feet. Sharp, hot pain shot through her leg.

She rolled onto her side and lifted her skirt. She saw a piece of white bone sticking through her black stocking. A wave of dizziness swept through her, and she quickly covered her leg.

It’s broken, she realized. My leg is broken. I’m trapped.

Maggie dug her fingernails into the ground. Maybe she could pull herself to a hiding place in the maze before Mrs. Malbourne found her. Maybe she could squeeze under a hedge where she wouldn’t be seen.

A pair of hands came down on her back, pushing her into the ground. Grass filled Maggie’s nose and mouth.

“You should have known I’d find you,” a voice whispered in her ear.
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Maggie twisted over, breaking the grip pinning her to the ground. She scrambled backward. Dragging her broken leg.

Andrew stood over her.

“Oh, Andrew, it’s you!” Maggie gasped. Relief flooded through her.

Then she caught sight of something in Andrew’s hand. A long shard of glass, deadly as a knife. Andrew smiled. And placed the glass against her throat.

“Andrew,” Maggie whispered. “Andrew, what are you doing?” With each gulping breath, she felt the blade press hard against her throat.

“Mother and I do not like people trying to take her place,” he said sweetly. “You made Mother and me very, very angry.”

Maggie felt faint. She kept her eyes locked on Andrew’s. She could not believe what she was hearing.

“Andrew, I don’t want to take your mother’s place. I just want to be your friend. We were becoming friends, weren’t we?” Maggie asked.

Andrew shook his head. “You can’t fool me. Mother and I knew from the moment you arrived what you wanted.”

“And the other governesses?” Maggie asked. She fought to keep her voice calm. She needed to think. She needed a plan.

“I killed them. I will show you where they are buried. When I bury you along with them.”

“And what about Garret?” Maggie asked, trying to distract him. “Does he help you? Is this some game you two play together?”

Andrew smiled, appearing very pleased with himself. “I don’t need anyone’s help. I would have killed Garret long ago,” he told her happily. “I have always hated Garret. So has my mother. But it is just so much fun to torture him. He gets blamed for whatever I do.”

He lightly flicked the glass blade across Maggie’s throat, making her gasp.

“You are just like my sister,” cried Maggie. “You are as evil as Henrietta!”

“Good-bye, Miss Thomas,” Andrew said.

“Wait!” Maggie cried.

But he did not wait.

With a horrible ripping sound, he slashed her throat.
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Maggie screamed. She grabbed her throat with both hands.

She expected to feel the slick bubbles of her own blood. But the first slash of the razor-sharp glass only slit open the stiff fabric of Maggie’s prim, high-necked dress, exposing her bare skin.

Andrew smiled down at her. He still appears so innocent, Maggie thought hazily.

She tried to shove herself to her feet. But pain ripped through her broken leg. It wouldn’t support her.

Andrew grabbed her by the hair, pulling her head toward him hard.

Then he gently brushed her wet hair off her face. “Do not struggle anymore, Miss Thomas,” he whispered in her ear. “You will only cause yourself more pain. Think of it as if you were going to sleep.”

It’s over, Maggie thought. There is no escape.

Andrew bent her head back, exposing more of her neck. His smile broadened as he raised the glass shard. Ready to cut her again. Cut her to death.

Bang! A musket shot blasted feet away from Maggie.
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Maggie’s eardrums throbbed. Smoke burned her nostrils.

The blade dropped from Andrew’s hand. He tottered and fell forward onto Maggie.

Then she felt it. Felt the warm wetness. She looked down and saw the blood soaking into her dress. Andrew’s blood.

A sharp taste hit the back of Maggie’s throat. Her stomach convulsed.

She rolled Andrew onto the ground and pushed herself into a sitting position. Pain shot through her leg as she stared down at his little face. His eyes stared up at her blankly. And his lips were frozen in a small smile.

Maggie slowly ran her eyes down Andrew’s body. She shuddered when she saw the hole blown through his chest. She could see green grass poking through.

Who shot him? Who saved her life?

She jerked up her head and spotted Garret a few feet away. He slowly pushed himself to his feet. He picked up his father’s heavy musket.

The blast of the gun must have knocked him to the ground, Maggie thought.

“Garret,” she said. Her voice quavered and tears stung her eyes.

He just stared at her, shaking all over.

“Garret, are you all right?” His lips moved, but no words came out.

I was so wrong about him, Maggie thought. He’s been trying to protect me from the beginning—that must be why he tried to scare me away from Tanglewood.

“I’m so sorry,” Maggie told Garret. “I’m so, so sorry I believed such horrible things about you. You’ve been trying to help me all this time, haven’t you?”

Garret nodded. “I . . . I couldn’t tell you the truth. Andrew—Andrew would have hurt me.”

“He can’t hurt you anymore,” Maggie said firmly. “No one is ever going to hurt you again. I promise. Now I need a little more help from you. I think I’ve broken my leg, so I need you to go and get Cook. She can help me back to the house. Can you do that?”

“I’ll be right back,” he promised. Maggie could tell how hard he was trying to be brave. He dashed away, down the path toward the entrance of the maze.

Then he stopped short and turned back toward Maggie. He gazed into the sky. As if he heard something.

At the same moment Maggie caught a whiff of a familiar smell. Something foul and rotten.

She saw a strand of yellow smoke float by as an icy wind began to blow.

No, Maggie thought. No, no, no.

A horrible scream ripped through the air. More yellow smoke appeared. It twisted and writhed, forming arms, legs, a torso—and the howling face of Mrs. Malbourne.

The ghost swooped down on Maggie.
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Fury twisted Mrs. Malbourne’s face as she flew at Maggie. She reached out, her fingers curled into claws.

Maggie cringed. Any moment the ghost would have her.

“Andrew!” Mrs. Malbourne wailed. She scooped up the body of her younger son.

Maggie gaped as the ghost lifted Andrew into the air. Mrs. Malbourne held him pressed close to her chest, and the yellow smoke surrounded them both.

Mrs. Malbourne’s body began to spin. She shrieked, her voice rising in pitch.

The evil wind pulled pebbles from the ground and needle-like leaves from the bushes, swirling them up into small tornados. Maggie covered her face, trying to protect herself.

When will this end? she thought. She felt as if Mrs. Malbourne’s voice would drive her to madness.

At last Mrs. Malbourne’s screams began to fade.

When Maggie opened her eyes, she saw a gritty gray mist. For a moment two pairs of eyes flickered inside. One glowing green. One glowing blue. Then they disappeared. The mist cleared. And the wind died.

 

♦ ♦ ♦

“Miss Thomas?” Garret asked as they sat in the library the next afternoon. “Have you thought about what you will tell my father when he returns tonight?”

Maggie sighed, thinking of all the horrific news she would have to give Mr. Malbourne. “I will tell him the truth.”

Garret scowled. “He will not believe you.”

“I will make him believe me,” Maggie promised. “He already knows that Mrs. Malbourne’s spirit was locked in the tower room.”

“What if he blames me? Andrew always blamed me for everything. Cook and Squires and all the governesses always thought I was evil.”

Poor Garret, Maggie thought. “Your father will not blame you because you have done nothing wrong. But I’m curious why you tried so hard to make me believe you were a murderer.”

“I wanted you to leave,” Garret said. “I knew Andrew would kill you if you stayed. I tried to keep everyone away from Andrew . . . and Mother.”

And it cost you so much, Maggie thought. Everyone feared and hated you. Even I. “I haven’t thanked you for saving my life, Garret. Or apologized for believing you were trying to hurt me.”

Garret ducked his head. “I don’t know why I picked up the knife when I found Mary’s body. I understand why you ran away from me, especially after all the lies I told you.”

Cook bustled in with a tea tray and poured for Maggie and Garret. She handed Maggie a recent edition of the New York Herald Tribune. “This just arrived. I thought you might like to look at it until the master comes home.”

“Thank you,” Maggie murmured. She glanced down at the front page and gave a violent start.

“Are you all right?” Garret asked softly.

“Did your leg pain you?” Cook asked.

“This is an article about someone I know,” she explained. Her fingers trembled as she ran them down the column of newsprint.

Her sister had committed another murder!

“Miss Alston discovered her fiancé Carlton Hill’s involvement with another woman,” Maggie read silently. “Enraged to learn that Mr. Hill was only interested in her for her fortune, Miss Alston poisoned the young man with arsenic.”

She glanced up and found Garret and Cook staring at her.

“Are you sure you are all right?” the boy asked, hurriedly crossing the library toward her.

“Wait!” Maggie bent her head, reading the rest of the article. She gasped. Henrietta had been sentenced to hang.

And she had confessed to poisoning her father. “Oh, thank you, Hen,” Maggie whispered. “Thank you for that, at least.”

She began to read aloud. “The authorities are now searching for the whereabouts of one Margaret Alston, the innocent sister wrongly accused in Reginald Alston’s murder! And guess who your governess is, Garret! Oh, I am free!”
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Boston, 1858

“At last Maggie could finally put her own ghosts to rest,” Timothy said, still speaking directly to the face in the shadows. “The ghosts of her past and the ghosts of Tanglewood.

“When Harrison Malbourne arrived home, he and Maggie helped each other to rebuild their lives. Less than a year later, he and Maggie—now using her true name of Alston once again—were married. For eleven years they have lived happily in Boston. Not far from where we now sit.”

Timothy drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “The end,” he said.

It felt good to tell the story after keeping it inside for so many years. I made the right decision, he thought.

For a moment, no one spoke. Then everyone began talking at once.

“Oh, Timothy!” Martha exclaimed.

“I do not think I will sleep well tonight. Shame on you, Timothy Fier!” Edwina scolded.

“You were right about that story! How horrible!” Clyde said.

“Where did you hear it? You must tell us,” Phillip demanded.

“I tutored Garret for a time,” he explained. “He told me the story himself. I think he desperately needed to tell it all to someone. To free himself of it somehow.”

Edwina shivered. “It is so dark outside. I am almost afraid to go home.”

“I will share your carriage with you,” Henry offered, “and protect you.”

“Do not believe him,” Phillip joked. “He is afraid to ride home alone himself. He wants your company so you will protect him!”

Everyone laughed as they rose to leave. They thanked Timothy for his hospitality and his wonderful story. But despite all the smiles and warm wishes, Timothy could see that they felt truly frightened.

How much more frightened would they be if they knew that I changed the name of the family from Fier to Malbourne when I told the tale. If they knew I changed my own name to Garret. And gave my stepmother the name Maggie.

And Cook—who now came in to clear the empty cider mugs—was Cook. “Are you all right, Master Timothy?” Cook asked him with a grin that showed off several missing teeth. “You look a little odd to me, young man.”

“I am fine, Cook,” he promised her with a wink.

It was true. He felt more than fine. Lighter, somehow. It felt so good to have told the story.

At last.

Timothy draped himself across the sofa.

“Mind your shoes,” Cook warned him as she left with the tray.

Timothy felt giddy all of a sudden. After the library door closed behind Cook, he moved his shoes right onto the cushions.

Then he swung them back down.

Someone is in this room with me, he thought. He sat up.

Yes, one of his guests had remained in his seat. The person sitting in the shadows, the one Timothy focused on when he told his story. Who was it?

The person stood. A small boy. He stepped out of the shadows and into the light.

“Andrew!” gasped Timothy.

“Surprise!” whispered the ghost with a tiny grin. “I have been waiting for you to tell our story. Because as soon as you did, I knew I would be allowed to come back.”

Andrew raised his hands, wiggling his fingers. A razor-sharp shard of glass tipped each one.

“You made Mother and me very angry!” he screeched as he leapt at Timothy.
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