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Mateo is picking up the last paint cans in the garret when the banging starts. Thunderous booms like cannon shots pounding behind the walls and dragging echoes down the stairwell. 

Startled, he drops the cans and one of them bounces off his foot. Mateo stifles a curse and bends down to rub his sore toes through his cheap work boots. They throb. Sloppy, man, Mateo thinks. But the truth is that he can't wait to get out of this damn house, and that’s a first. 

He is forty-eight years old and has been working on renovations since he was fifteen, when he left Zacatecas’ poverty behind and headed to Monterrey, hoping for a better future. There, he worked his ass off until he scraped enough money together to pay a coyote to sneak him into the States. 

Since then, Mateo has been in many, many houses, front to back, top to bottom, and he concluded some time ago that houses have their own character. They are more than wood, stone, brick, plumbing, and electrical wiring. Furthermore, some houses (especially old houses like this one) have souls, just like people. And, just like people, there are good houses and bad houses. But in none of the houses he’s worked before has Mateo seen the stuff he’s seen in this one. Really weird stuff. It's as if the house wanted to be left alone. 

As far as Mateo is concerned, the house can rot to the ground if that's what it's in the mood for, and he knows some of his coworkers feel the same way, but Mr. O'Malley, the patrón, has dismissed all the crew's complaints. The order comes from above: the renovation must be finished for the owners’ arrival. 

Mateo knows his place, and he’s not going to make a fuss about the short deadline, much less antagonize the patrón. Or the patrón’s boss. Mateo grimaces, just imagining it. If he falls from the boss’ grace, Mateo would never find someone willing to employ him in this city. Or probably anywhere else ever again.

They've been working fourteen hours a day for weeks. But they've done it.

By the skin of their teeth.

It's not as if the house has helped them.

Picking the paint cans up, Mateo hurries down the staircase with as much haste as his load allows. In the aftermath of the banging, the silence is deafening. His boots stomp on the steps, making the wood creak. That feels louder than it really is. No street noise can be heard because all the windows are closed, and the smell of paint and varnish is strong due to the lack of ventilation. Even used to it, the scent makes Mateo’s head spin a bit. 

Stomp, creak. Stomp, creak. Stomp....

The house likes to play with them like that. Like a cat with a mouse. At any moment, if he becomes confident enough to relax, the banging will start again. Or an unexpected draft carrying one of those funky odors. Perhaps something worse. Fortunately, Mateo is not going to stick around long enough to find out what new vileness the house has in store. In fact, all the crew except for Finn and himself have already left, and the patrón is waiting for them in the van parked in the alley. 

Thankfully, all that's left to do is to tidy up and seal the well in the basement. It’s barely a hole in the ground, a useless vestige of when this fancy house was a stable long time ago, but it’s dangerous to leave it as it is. Someone could hurt themself if they fell in.

When Mateo lands on the first floor, sweat is dripping down his back and soaking his armpits, and it's not because he’s hauling half-empty cans of paint. He feels watched. Mateo can't shake the feeling that, any moment now, a hand is going to grab him from behind or a cold breath will ghost down his nape. His shoulders are so raised in an attempt to bury his neck under his jacket that his arm muscles have cramped, his hackles bristling with apprehension, his skin crawling. 

The boy is not in the foyer.

As he lays the cans down on the foyer's black and white restored hydraulic flooring and digs into his pockets for the keys that open the main door, Mateo calls over his shoulder, loud enough to be heard in the basement.

“Finn!” he yells, a little out of breath. "Cut it out, pendejo! We've got to go!”

His words echo in the empty space and bounce off the white walls.

No one answers. 

One beat. Two.

The temperature suddenly plummets, and Mateo can see fogged puffs coming out of his mouth as he breathes. Another of the house's mean tricks, those freezing gusts in the summer heat.

It's no secret to the crew that Mateo is scared of the house. That he thinks it's haunted. He's been teased before, especially by the new guys, who are too young to listen. Mateo is not the violent type, but if this is all a prank by that joker Finn, Mateo is going to hang him by the balls until the boy learns more respect for his elders.

A smell of hay and manure washes over Mateo. Leather and animal musk. The snap of a whip. Soft neighs and the faint jingle of harnesses drift in the wake of the smell. As if heard muffled by the fog.

Frozen in the spot, Mateo sharpens his hearing. 

The colors fade around him, and Mateo sees the carriage leave through a gate that no longer exists, its wheels bouncing over the courtyard cobblestones as it disappears into the night, a little oil lamp swinging on the davit.

The illusion vanishes as if it had never been there.

Mateo shakes his head like a wet dog and wipes his forehead with his jacket sleeve to mop up the sweat dripping into his eyes.

Just my imagination. Just my imagination. Just my...

Behind the ornate staircase, through the half-open door leading down to the basement, Mateo can make out faint noises, as if something heavy is being dragged across the concrete floor.

Gritting his teeth to keep them from chattering, sweat freezing cold against his skin, Mateo slowly approaches the basement door. He stops at the top of the stairs and rests his hand on the iron railing. The metal is cold enough to the touch to be uncomfortable. The light at the bottom wavers as if the bulb hanging from the basement ceiling is being pushed by a wind that Mateo cannot feel.

Wary, Mateo takes down the steps one by one. 

And stops dead in his tracks.

“Holy Mary, mother of God!”

Finn is bent over the well's rim, his body half in and half out. One of his arms is painfully twisted backward, strained, and clinging to the well’s low curbstone by the fingertips. The shuffling noises heard in the hallway are the boy's boots struggling as he frantically kicks, trying to pull himself back. His screams are muffled, as if a rag were stuffed down his throat. 

Petrified, Mateo stares as Finn's body slides inch by inch inexorably over the edge of the well, as if something is dragging him down.

Snapping out of his stunned haze, Mateo leaps forward, but it is too late. Finn's body disappears into the well with a jerk. A breath later, Mateo hears with startling clarity the thud of the boy's body crashing at the bottom. A wet, nauseating sound, like a bag of tomatoes slammed hard against a wall.

Mateo kneels and grasps the rim of the well, trying to pierce the darkness inside, calling out to the boy. The bulb swings madly over his head. The atmosphere is thick with malevolence. It weighs on his lungs and sticks to his throat like tar. 

Panting, terrified, Mateo jumps to his feet, spins on his heels, and blindly takes flight up the stairs... only to run face-first into his employer. 

Mr. O'Malley holds onto the banister rail with one hand and Mateo's forearm with the other to keep his balance.

“The fuck is taking you eejits so long to seal a damn hole?” the patrón grumbles, his thick eyebrows darkening his gaze even more. “And what the fuck is all the yapping about?”

“Finn," Mateo pants, grabbing his boss by the jacket, "Finn has fallen into the well.”

“Damnaigh sé! Bog!” the patrón curses in Irish, inadvertently reverting to his mother tongue. He strides down the stairs, closely followed by Mateo. Bending on one knee and reaching the edge of the well, the man leans forward. 

Mateo wants to warn him, to yell that something very, very evil is lurking inside that well, but his tongue is stuck to the roof of his mouth. The patrón doesn't seem aware of the cold down here, or the charged atmosphere, nor of the stench rising from the bottom of the well.

The smell of dead things and damnation.

“Boy!” shouts Mr. O'Malley. He pulls a flashlight from his pocket and shines it down into the well. “Boy, answer me!”

They both hold their breath, but no sound comes from the dark depths. 

"Damnit!" the patrón growls, stepping away from the well. He angrily kicks an empty water bottle that bounces across the floor until it crashes against the wall. He starts pacing nervously back and forth, raising his hands to his forehead, and rubbing at his temples. "We cannot afford something like this," Mr. O'Malley mutters, his voice shaking. He looks around and picks up the soldering iron from the floor, then points to Mateo with a shaky hand. "You, fetch that lid and place it onto the hole.”

“But we can't leave him in there!" cries Mateo, dumbfounded. “We can't just—”

“Fetch the fucking lid!” Barks the patrón. “And not a word of this, or the boss will have our heads on a platter. And what would happen to your Rosa and the kids then, huh?”

Mateo clenches his fists and stares in horror at his patrón, the man he has worked under for more than five years and had regarded, if not as a friend, then as someone he could trust. The man who honored Mateo by appointing him as his foreman. He remembers the icy blue eyes of his employer's boss when they were summoned to his office to commission this job, with those massive glass walls that allowed the view to extend all the way over Charles River, surveying the whole city below. He thinks of his wife and his children, the youngest still in diapers, depending entirely on him, waiting for him at their new home — the little house in the Latin Quarter that Rosa was so excited about, and Mateo is fixing up in his spare time with his oldest son's help. 

I’m so sorry, compadre.

Mateo slumps his shoulders in defeat, crouches by the iron lid, and slides it across the floor until it fits over the well's rim, knowing that he will never be able to forgive himself for giving in, that Finn’s death will haunt his nightmares for life. And Mateo doesn't know if it's his guilty mind or the last meanness of this cursed house, but beneath the clanking noises the machinery sputters as they rivet and seal the well, he seems to make out faint sobs: the disconsolate cry of a terrified girl.
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And the silken sad uncertain rustling of each purple curtain

Thrilled me — filled me with fantastic terrors never felt before;

So that now, to still the beating of my heart, I stood repeating

"'Tis some visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door —

Some late visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door; —

This it is, and nothing more."

The Raven — Edgar Alan Poe
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Summer is dying down, and autumn is worming its way into the streets of Boston. The humidity coming from the river breathes a whiff of the cold slumber ahead. The afternoon light reflecting off the brick buildings, dim and sleepy as if time were idling, glimmers over streets that look like a drawing in red chalk. On Commonwealth Avenue, the leaf tips of the century-old elm trees are tinged with shades of ochre and gold. Despite the hustle and bustle of the Friday student-filled walkways, the mood is subdued. 

Anyone would assume the languor is due to the unusual heatwave the East Coast has endured over the summer, but Eloyse knows her city. She can read the season’s sway in small signs, subtle as gossamer, which would go unnoticed to an outsider. But not to her. When she got out of the cab that had taken them from the airport, and stepped onto the cobblestoned sidewalks of her childhood, the feeling of belonging was powerful enough to make her rock unsteadily on her heels. 

Even after twenty years of absence. 

It’s silly, but Eloyse can't shake off the absurd thought that the recognition is mutual. That, on some subliminal level, her hometown also remembers her. 

Now, sitting at a table by the restaurant’s windows, Eloyse leans back in the button-up leather seat as she gently stirs her tea with a tiny teaspoon. It's an original Earl Grey, not like those industrially bagged ones that she could buy at the army base store. It's been a long, long time since she's had the real deal. Eloyse lifts the cup and delightedly inhales the black tea aroma, softly perfumed with bergamot, while through the window she glimpses her children crossing Beacon Street towards the park. 

There are no swings in Boston Commons. Up to last year, Charlie loved swings, and whenever she had the chance to drag Andy out to play with her, she kept pestering her older sister to push her higher, harder. Her fearless child. But Charlie has matured so much in just a short time... At thirteen, she’s just too grown up to swing, or so she says. Also, over the past months, her spirits have dwindled. Not even the bribe of a Duck Tour around the bay on an amphibious boat painted in all the colors of the rainbow has managed to bring a smile to the girl's face. 

Not too old to give up the opportunity to explore, though.

As they cross the street, Andy clutches her sister's arm protectively, looking both ways with a sullen expression. The same one that has taken up permanent residence on her face since they left Texas. Eloyse is well aware that her oldest daughter is not mad about walking the kid, because they both love spending time together; Charlie has her big sister wrapped around her little finger, and Andy cherishes the girl. Witnessing their sisterly love has helped Eloyse endure the last few months. She knows her kids, and Eloyse is hopeful that both girls will get over their shared sour mood, and that their inherent good nature will prevail... eventually. They just need time to adjust to the changes. 

The three of them need time.

Eloyse’s gaze lingers lovingly over her daughters: Charlotte, slim and delicate and so blonde that her long hair looks white; and Andrea, her chestnut hair curling into a short bob around her head, as tall and strong as many boys and even more strong-willed. Physically, they couldn't be more different, but their mannerisms reveal that they are related. An oddity that catches the eye. Furthermore, there is a synchronicity between them that can only come from shared blood. When Eloyse voiced that thought out loud, their father laughed it off and said that his girls shared the same soul.

Eloyse hopes that this shared whatever will be enough to get them through the times ahead. 

Her own sister, sitting across the table, follows Eloyse's gaze through the window. Dressed in Prada and her hair pulled back into a high bun from which not a single curl would dare to flee, Elizabeth makes Eloyse feel frumpy and underdressed in her jeans and plain shirt. Always has. It’s a familiar and unwanted feeling that Eloyse had not missed during her years in Texas.  

“Charlotte is a beautiful girl, Grandma Tara’s spitting image. The pictures you sent us didn't do her justice,” notes Elizabeth, her words so carefully spoken that they sound harsh, a pinch of her husband's British accent seeping through. “Andrea, on the other hand, looks more and more like her father each passing day.”

Eloyse takes a sip of tea to mask her annoyance and looks over the cup’s rim at her big sister. They both do look similar (blondes with blue eyes and delicate frames), but unlike Andy and Charlie, the resemblance between Elizabeth and Eloyse ends with their appearance. There was never a ‘Liz and Ely’ duo. The bond between Elizabeth and Eloyse faded away a long time ago, if it ever existed to begin with. And let's not even talk about Aidam, their middle brother, who was never at home and could see right through them on the days he deigned to attend family dinner. As if his sisters were translucent ghosts. 

Certainly, their bond didn’t survive their parents’ deaths. From then on, Eloyse's relationship with her siblings cooled to the point where they became strangers sharing the same address. And her relationship with her grandfather broke down the day Eloyse announced her engagement to John Wallace. 

To say that the Campbell family disapproved of Eloyse’s marriage would be an understatement, but Elizabeth could never stand John. In fact, her dismissiveness toward her brother-in-law could be described best as animosity. Just another upstart trying to marry into money. And she wasn't the only one who thought so, just the one who said it out loud.

Since Eloyse discovered her now ex-husband's infidelities and she filed for divorce, Elizabeth has lost no opportunity to throw in her little sister's face that Eloyse married a nobody who defrayed his gambling debts by duping gullible women with his charms. An excuse to gloat served on a silver platter because her little sister has returned in shame to the family she left behind for the tall, dark, and handsome stranger in military uniform. Dazzled like the stupid schoolgirl in love that she was.

How cliché all of this situation is, Eloyse thinks bitterly. How could I have been so blind?

Because you would have done ‘anything’ to escape the freezer that your home had become, another, undesired voice answers in her head.

“Andy is not like her father, Elizabeth.” Eloyse retorts in an even voice, staring at her sister.

“I do hope so," Elizabeth replies dryly. “We have personally vouched for your daughter to the university provost. Fortunately, Dean Willis has been playing golf with David for years.”

Golf. Eloyse wonders if she'll be able to cope with all this classism again. How many receptions, inaugurations, and charity parties should she attend to reclaim her status within the family, and she feels somewhat sick. 

Just for a second, she wonders if it’s worth it.

Yes. Yes, it is if doing so gives her daughters a leg up.

“Her academic record is remarkable," Eloyse objects, feeling the compelling need to stand up for her oldest girl. “Enough to have achieved a place on her own merits had she applied for it.”

“Which she didn’t,” replies Elizabeth, scornfully. “And with the current academic year already started, not until next semester, if any. Certainly not after her little outburst at graduation. But the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree."  

Elizabeth has made up her mind without further regard to anything else, and Eloyse swallows her rejoinder with a sip of tea. It’s pointless to explain to her sister again that Andrea only reacted to provocation, although she shouldn't have punched that boy, no matter what he said. People can be very mean, and one has to learn to deal with them without resorting to violence. 

It's been a tough year. The reason behind the Wallaces' divorce spread like wildfire, first across the military base and then, after John was ‘other than honorably discharged’, throughout the town. The girls have suffered too much because of the scandal, but it's been harder on Andy; she was so close to her dad. But Andy could take mockery only up to a point, no matter how angry she got with her father.

The father Andrea idolized like the sun, imitated in every way, and betrayed them all.

At least she's given up on joining the army, Eloyse thinks, pushing a butter cookie across the plate. No turns overseas. No wars to die in. Becoming a vet will be much safer for her. Thank God for small mercies.

“Tell me about the house," Eloyse requests, changing the subject. After all, that's why they're meeting downtown instead of at the penthouse where Elizabeth and her husband, David, live. To be closer to the house. Or so Elizabeth said. And Eloyse doesn't feel up to arguing. It's not getting anywhere, and there are more pressing matters to deal with.

Elizabeth plucks a non-existent speck of dust from her blouse with perfectly manicured fingernails.

“I don't really know much," she says with a delicate pout. “We found out that it was still among the assets when Grandpa passed away. All I know is that it’s under a testamentary restraint that expressly forbids it to be sold. It can't even be rented. A nuisance, in fact, but Grandpa Sean made it crystal clear that the house must always remain in the family. A memorial to our roots or some such nonsense. It's a pity, because it's worth a pretty penny, like everything else on Beacon Hill. Even as small as it is.”

“Have you been there?” Eloyse asks, curious.

“What for?” Elizabeth replies dismissively. “But don't worry. When you told us you were coming back, David had the place cleaned up. The contractors finished the work just a couple of days ago. They've assured us it's habitable. But of course, you are free to carry out whatever changes you deem appropriate in it.”

Not ‘habitable’ by your standards, but enough by mine. Eh, Sis? Eloyse thinks, extending her hand onto the table, palm facing up. Leaning it on the tabletop, the tremor is barely noticeable. 

Elizabeth stares at her stretched hand as if she doesn't get what it’s doing on the table, but she soon realizes. The slightest blush tinges her pale cheeks in embarrassment for a second. It's unexpected, to say the least. Eloyse wonders if, beneath her collected exterior, Elizabeth is perhaps feeling as nervous as she is.

Her older sister doesn't like not being in control, and the return to the nest of the Campbells’ wayward sheep must throw some unwanted variables into her carefully planned life.

She puts herself together quickly, though, and rummages through her Louis Vuitton. Elizabeth fetches a heavy bunch of keys on a keyring out of her purse. Places them on Eloyse’s palm.

Eloyse looks at the heavy keys weighing her hand. New, shiny keys for a security door, along with old iron keys. Like those in a dungeon.

“It will be perfect," Elizabeth assures, and squeezes Eloyse’s hand when she closes her fist around the keys. “Now you're back home, where you belong. The nightmare is behind you.” Elizabeth fixes her icy blue eyes on Eloyse's with a smile that doesn't quite thaw them. “We will take care of you.”

Eloyse wonders why she feels trapped instead.
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As they take a short cab ride around the neighborhood before nightfall, Andy thinks, dejectedly, that Boston is nothing like San Antonio. Peering slyly out the cab window, Andy gazes at the passing red brick facades with casement windows framed by dark shutters. The place is picturesque, with its cobblestone streets lit by old-fashioned gas lanterns. Some buildings have stone stairways leading up to beautiful colonnaded portals, and landscaped flowerbeds delimited by wrought-iron fences at their feet. Others, with peculiarly curved walls, look like attached towers. The wider streets are lined with tall shade trees. It's charming, Andy acknowledges — albeit reluctantly. Classy and elegant. It looks like something out of a postcard. 

Of course, she's not going to admit that out loud.

Charlie squirms, uncomfortable as she must feel squeezed between Andy and Eloyse in the middle of the cab seat, holding Peach's carrier on her knees. Andy risks a glance over the girl's head. Their mother keeps her eyes straight ahead, a tense expression carving deep lines at the corners of her lips. 

Andy knows how hard it was for her to decide to return to Boston. Not out of pride, although when snobby Aunt Elizabeth brought up the trust and the stipulated monthly allowance for living in the house (and doesn't that sound like something out of a nineteenth-century serial?), she managed to make it look like a handout. 

She also asked if Eloyse would take back her maiden name.

There was a gleam in her eyes when she said it that made Andy feel despicable, even when Mom said no.

Empathy is obviously not something Elizabeth is good at, even within her own family. 

Andy would have wanted to know more about the trust, to delve into the convoluted dynamics of her mother's family. Still, the tension between the two sisters was almost palpable, and Andy was profoundly grateful when it was suggested that she go for a walk in the park with Charlie.

Draping her arm over Charlie's shoulders to conceal her stare, Andy suspects that, deep down, what pulls shadows under her mother's eyes is not Aunt Elizabeth's snottiness, but the shattering dreams of a broken heart. Yes, her parents have divorced, but despite everything, her mother is still in love with her ex-husband, and probably always will be. Divorce has not been good for her.

How her father feels about the breakup, Andy doesn't give a damn.

The cab pulls up at the entrance to a narrow alley, and Andy is startled when the taxi driver announces abruptly:

“I'm sorry, but I can't go any further," the man grumbles in a strong Boston accent. He looks in the rearview mirror at the three women crammed into the back seat, and his resolve seems to falter. “Alley’s a dead-end. Not enough room in there to turn the car around, but I can back in if—”

“That won't be necessary," Eloyse cuts the driver off. “It’s just carry-on luggage. Andy, honey, shall you..?”

“I'll get the stuff out of the trunk," Andy says resignedly. Hers and her mother's idea of ‘carry-on luggage’ differ greatly. Nudging Charlie with her shoulder, she cajoles, "Come on, baby girl. Lend me a hand.”

Charlie hugs her pet's basket, looking at her sister with wide chocolate eyes. “But Peach is scared," she whines. “She doesn't want me to leave her alone.”

Andy is aware that it's not just the cat who's scared. Charlie doesn’t even bristle at the old nickname that only Mom is allowed to use lately, but she's not going to say it out loud. Everyone is wound too tight after the awkward meeting with Aunt Elizabeth, and at the same time too exhausted after the long trip to risk a trifle escalating into a fight. 

Andy has had enough fights in her recent past already.

When the cab leaves, they walk in a small procession down the alley: at the front Eloyse, clutching Charlie in one hand and holding Peach's carrier in the other; Andy grumbling at the back, dragging the luggage. In the azure twilight of dusk, the alley lacks the glamor that Beacon Hill seems to exude in spades. The sidewalks are too narrow, so they walk down the center of the roadway from one pool of streetlight to the next. Unfortunately, the asphalt gives out before they reach their destination, and Andy has to struggle with the suitcases, which bounce awkwardly over the cobblestones paving the street. 

“Why couldn't they have tarred this properly?” Andy complains. “Back home, the streets wouldn't have ever been neglected this badly.”

“It's a private lane, honey," Eloyse replies as if that explains everything. “And, remember, our home is here now.”

Andy mouths ‘private lane’ to her sister, who returns a look as baffled as her own. If she feels like they've moved to the planet Mars, Andy cannot even fathom how alien it must all feel to Charlie, but one point is clear: they're both going to miss San Antonio's open spaces and uncluttered streets. Here, everything seems too clustered, too constricting. Oppressive. 

Eloyse keeps talking with forced lightness, “Well, thank goodness this is not Acorn Street. We won't have hordes of tourists walking up and down the lane taking pictures all year-round. And here we are," she adds with a sigh.

She has stopped in front of a dark wooden door set into a pair of larger gates within a plain brick wall, just at the end of the alley's cul-de-sac. Andy stares at the big double door in the wall and frowns. The houses they walked by didn't look as fancy as the ones on Chestnut or Vernon Streets, but the facades had doors with stone lintels decorated with flowerpots, windows facing the street with more flower boxes on the sills, and welcome mats at the doorsteps.

This one, however, looks... bereft.

“Are you sure, Mom?” Andy says hesitantly. “It looks like a patio back door or a coach house.”

“Because it started as one,” Eloyse answers. “A carriage house. Houses like this one were built as stables and carriage houses with quarters above for the stablekeepers.”

“And now this place is one of the poshest neighborhoods in this posh town," Andy remarks, sneering.

“You say so because you don't know the city yet," Eloyse says, digging in her purse for the keys. “There’s more than meets the eye. Give her a chance.”

“Did you live here, Mom?” says Charlie, suspicious. Andy can't blame her sister; the property doesn't look like that much from the outside. It's too... hidden.

“I didn’t. This was my great-grandparents' house. As far as I know, Grandpa Sean only lived here when he was a kid, and it’s been empty ever since. But it's been renovated for us”, Eloyse says without looking up. “Now it's ours. Here!”

Eloyse triumphantly pulls out the keys with a heavy jingle and inserts the bigger one into the lock. Slowly, she pushes open the minor door in the hefty wooden gate.

“Wow!" exclaims Charlie, peering inside and looking dumbfounded.

Andy stretches to look over her mother's shoulder. Her shadow, backlit by the street lamp next to the door, creeps inward across the ground as if it had its own mind. Eloyse quickly ushers them inside, as if she doesn't want them seen gaping by the door like a bunch of fools (one wonders by whom in the deserted lane), and closes the door behind their back. The bang of the wooden door is like thunder in the twilight, and Andy cringes. 

The wooden gate opens onto a patio bracketed by blind walls of adjacent buildings. A wild tree, half its branches laden with small red berries and half dry, shadows the path paved with rounded river stones that wind up to the house. Now that she can finally see it, Andy finds that the house looks much like the rest of the lane’s houses, but the lintels crowning the door and the windows are thick wooden beams instead of stone. In a way, it looks older, as if it were left behind, trapped in time, while other houses were evolving and improving. But it looks much better than Andy had feared, and from Eloyse's relieved sigh, Andy supposes that her mother harbored the same doubts. 

Eloyse, unaware of her eldest daughter's growing uneasiness, nods to the house. As if greeting, thinks Andy. But Eloyse has been acting weird since they got off the plane. She behaves as if the city itself were an old acquaintance, with all those nods and ‘she’s. Which, in Andy's view, makes no sense and is pretty creepy.

“See?” Eloyse says, and her speech takes on that didactic quality she gets when she's teaching a lesson. “A refurbished 18th-century stable. That big French window to the right was the carriage door, and the window to the left and the actual door were the proper stable and harness room. I’ve been told that the stable originally was smaller, made entirely of wood, and had just one upper room for the stableman. When our family bought the carriage house, the ground was leveled and the place was rebuilt into a brick house. The second floor and mansard roof were added even later. 

“So,” Eloyse’s voice hitches, becoming a little worried. Yet another sign of how exhausted she is, allowing her anxiety to show so clearly for her children to see. “What do you think?” 

Andy sweeps her gaze across the ubiquitous Bostonian red-brick facade, from the basement’s narrow elongated window to the slated roofing. Actually, the house reminds Andy of a book squeezed into a bookshelf, wedged between the adjoining buildings, but when they left Texas, she and Charlie had a little private chat and promised each other they wouldn’t make things harder on their mother. 

She smiles, straining to push her dimples on display.

“I think it has... potential," Andy says, trying not to make her assessment come out as hesitant as she herself feels.

“Don’t be a dummy, Andy,” chides Charlie, elbowing her. “It looks beautiful, Mom.”

Eloyse gratefully caresses Charlie’s ponytail, and the small group makes their way to the house's door. Eloyse seems to hold her breath as she slips the key into the lock, opens the door, and fumbles for the light switch. 

Andy stares through the door into pitch-black darkness. The threshold is like a liminal space that may open to the World Beyond. As in one of those fairy tales that had been so disturbing to her as a child. The hair on her arms stands at attention. She restrains the urge to pull her mother back into the light.

There’s a click, and the harsh light of unshaded bulbs floods the opening. Andy blinks, trying to regain her sight. When the world ceases to be a blinding flash, she can make out that the door opens to a foyer with an archway on the right wall, two doors on the left, and a staircase at the far end that zigzags upward to the upper floor. Everything has been painted white. Freshly, judging by the smell. A sterile white. The unexpected cold coming from the foyer makes Andy think of a polar landscape.

The three of them step slowly inside, and Eloyse exhales a shuddering breath. The boxes they sent with the moving truck are stacked neatly all along the foyer’s length. Andy doesn't need to be a fortune teller to guess what her mother is thinking. Everything that's left of her life is there, piled inside those boxes, as wreckage washed up on the tide. 

“Those doors," Eloyse says, looking away from the boxes with a sigh and pointing to the left, "must be the dining room and the kitchen. That beyond the arch is the living room, as you can guess by the fireplace. All the bedrooms are upstairs. And that door behind the staircase can only go to the basement.”

She places Peach's carrier on the floor, whose black-and-white geometric pattern is the only feature that breaks up the uniform whiteness. Charlie bends down to open the carrier, but the cat hisses and scurries toward the bottom of the basket.

“Mom, Peach doesn't want to come out," whines Charlie, upset.

“Everything is new for her too, baby girl," Eloyse says, and the concern is coloring her voice again. “Leave the carrier's door open, she'll come out when she wants to. Now, we're going to pick a bedroom, and tomorrow morning, when we're rested, we'll start settling in. I don't know about you girls, but I'm exhausted. I just want to sleep.”

“Come on, squirt," Andy taunts. “Or I'll pick the best room.”

“No way!” Charlie squeaks running off, her usually light footsteps pouncing up the staircase.

Andy watches the girl fly up the stairs, all skinny arms and spindly legs after her latest growth spurt, and turns to glance at their mother. She certainly looks exhausted, physically and emotionally. Still, she manages to smile reassuringly at her oldest daughter. Andy couldn't be prouder of her.

“It's gonna be alright, sweetie," Eloyse says, looking Andy in the eye. “You'll see.”

“I know, Mom," Andy agrees, encouragingly. “I know.”
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The house is great. Charlie doesn't know why Aunt Elizabeth said it was small. It's so much cooler than the house they lived in at the army base, which was a boring modular one-story house. 

Charlie excitedly roams the second-floor hallway, turning all the lights on as she goes and snooping from room to room, possessed by some kind of nervous energy. The first door on the right leads to a bedroom with a king-sized bed, two bedside tables, a vanity with inlaid designs topped by a mirror, and a reading armchair next to a glass door rather than a window. The glass door opens onto a tiny balcony surrounded by a wrought-iron railing. A really tiny one. She frowns.

Charly doesn't know why you would build a one-foot-wide balcony if you can only stand on it like a pole, but these old houses are different from the ones she is used to. She has seen it in movies. Perhaps to let more light in? It remains to be seen when daylight comes, but with so few windows the house is certainly going to be dark.

The interior doors open onto a large walk-in closet, which in turn leads to a bathroom at the end. The small mosaic tiles only reach halfway up the wall, and a funny antique-looking bathtub rests on ball-shaped feet, but the rest of the facilities are brand new. A cabin shower has been placed in a corner, enclosed by a screen that curves gently into a semicircle and looks entirely out of place in its modern design. 

It's a room too big and too serious that will suit her mom more, so Charlie runs to the middle door inside the hallway. This one is a study, with another glass door, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and a fireplace. Another fireplace! Charlie claps her hands excitedly. Of course, Boston is much colder than Texas, so she guesses that more than one fireplace makes sense. It will be nice to do her homework next to a roaring fireplace while snow falls outside. 

The third door on the left leads to an elongated bedroom with a real window, a box spring with a mattress still wrapped in plastic, and a tall, narrow dresser. This one isn't bad, but Charlie’s not going to make a decision when there are remaining doors waiting to open. She can still find something she likes better, but she is disappointed to find that the other doors lead to a second bathroom (this one without funny bathtubs but a real, big shower), and a nude alcove with no furniture and no windows.

The staircase is still climbing, twisting into a spiral, and Charlie trots upwards. With her heart pounding inside her chest, she reaches the last few steps. 

There are two doors at the top of the stairs. One leads into a dark, deep L-shaped storage room. But the second is a sloped-ceilinged room with one window leaning over a waxed wooden bench, a queen bed, and a small toilet. Charlie jumps on her tiptoes, thrilled. She could feel it. This one. This will be her room. It's much nicer than her old room in Texas. Even with all the stuff she's brought with her (after convincing Mom that everything was a must-have), there will be enough room left to set up a real easel, a shelf for brushes and paints, and plenty of walls to hang her drawings on. And Mom promised her that she could decorate it any way she wants. 

Andy is going to die of envy, but she deserves it for being so sluggish. 

Charlie jumps onto the bed and lies down, crossing her ankles, her hands under her head. She gazes at the golden light from the street lamps that pours through the window and draws shadowy patterns on the white walls. 

But not over the storage room and, in her haste, Charlie left its door open. The entrance to the storage room reflects in the standing mirror at the foot of the bed, and it’s shrouded in darkness. The blackness is even murkier inside. Like the mouth of a cave.

Charlie doesn't like deep, dark places like that one. She knows she's too grown up to be afraid of the dark. She's not a scaredy-cat, but she doesn't seem to be able to fully overcome her fears, no matter how hard she tries. 

Darkness harbors... shadows.

Holding back a shudder, Charlie decides that, from now on, she's going to make sure that door stays firmly closed and forget that the storage room exists.
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“I'm just saying it looks pretty... empty,” Andy says, trailing out of the dining room after her mother.

After touring the house and checking that everything was shipshape, Eloyse gave in to her children's whims and ordered pizza for a bite before bedtime. The relaxed dinner in the dining room has really helped to lift their spirits, as have Charlie's extravagant plans to turn her bedroom into an art gallery. However, Andy can't shake a strange restlessness. She can't put her finger on what it's due to, other than the expected weariness after the trip and the fact that the house is... eccentric. 

It’s not just the lack of decoration, the antiquated distribution, the fact that it only has windows on the main façade, or that unusual staircase that occupies the entire back wall. Andy found herself measuring the force of her steps when she carried the suitcases up the stairs, as if she were walking into a sleeping bear's den. During dinner, she even came close to scolding the kid to keep her voice down, which is ridiculous. 

Don't be a fool. It's just an old house, she berates herself, uneasily. 

Eloyse nods as she opens the box labeled ‘linens’ and begins to pull out sets of sheets.

“The renovation crew got rid of most of what was inside. Apparently, the condition of much of the furniture was unrecoverable after such a long time of disuse," says Eloyse, passing her daughter an armful of sheets. “Leaky roof. A lot of dampness. Of course, all the wood that was in the garret was rotten. And most of the rest, too. One only has to look at the floorboards in Charlie's room to know that it's new wood,” she sighs. “What was on the floors below was not much better.”

Andy can understand the appeal of the slanted room for the teen. Of course, had Charlie chosen the second bedroom on the first floor, Mom would have had to beg Andy to take the upstairs room. A lot. 

While Charlie seems drawn to the garret, Andy doesn’t like it one bit. No idea why. Probably because it's chilly there.

“And I don't know about you,” Eloyse carries on, “but I'd rather sleep in a new bed than on a lumpy, hundred-year-old wool mattress.”

“Yeah, I guess you're right," Andy nods. “But it's weird to me. Everything is so white and so... sterile.”

“Aunt Elizabeth made sure we had the essentials," Eloyse says. “The sofa she bought for the living room isn't bad. I even like the color. Of course, Elizabeth always had good taste. Definitely, I think we'll keep that sofa. Look on the bright side, honey. This way we can decorate the house the way we want, make it a home," she says, dreamily. 

“And there's no TV," Andy retorts.

Eloyse looks at her daughter out of the corner of her eye. 

“That's critical," she says, deadly serious. “Tomorrow morning will be the first thing we do, go out and buy a TV. Before breakfast.”

“You're kiddin’, aren’t you?” Andy protests, indignant.

Eloyse bursts out laughing and pushes Andy forward to the stairs, teasing her amiably about the bottomless pit that is her eldest’s stomach. Andy climbs the stairs after her, still grumbling, carrying the tower of sheets up to her chin, but, inside, she's glad because her mother's mood has improved enough to joke again. 

Maybe moving here wasn't such a terrible idea after all.
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It’s not until the house is quiet again that Peach dares to venture out of her basket. Driven by the instinctive need to inspect the new territory, she silently walks all along the foyer, sticking to the walls like a shadow. Her cushioned paws are light as feathers on the floor, and her furry tail twitches nervously from side to side, as when she's out hunting. Her fine ears pick up no sounds other than the distant rumor of traffic and those coming from the upper floors, sounds which she recognizes as her family making in their sleep: the rustle of sheets tangled beneath a body stirring slightly in its rest; the rumble of soft snores muffled against a pillow; a light sigh caught between parted lips.... Familiar, soothing noises in a foreign environment.

Emboldened by the apparent absence of threats, Peach wanders through the living room to her right, where she lingers for a while, curious, examining the fireplace opening. She then heads into the dining room, through the kitchen, and then into the empty pantry at the back. She retraces her steps and, disregarding the kibble bowl on the floor, jumps onto the dining room table to nibble on a slice of pizza left behind in its box. Her hunger satiated, she slowly climbs the stairs looking for the rooms where each family member nests. With her curiosity satisfied for the moment, Peach slowly descends the stairs, stopping every few steps to rub her body against the railing and begin to mark her territory. 

The moonlight seeping through the shutters calls to her with its siren song to go out into the night, but Peach soon realizes that all the windows are closed and the door doesn’t have a cat flap. Turning around the ground floor again, she heads for the living room, her amber eyes peering longingly through the slits in the shutters, but there’s nothing to be done. She is locked inside. 

Peach sits on her hindquarters facing the fireplace and runs her scratchy tongue over her paw to thoroughly groom herself for the first time since the trip began. Once she's finished, she climbs onto the couch, ready to curl up for the night. 

A few minutes later, the cat raises her head. Lurking under the smell of paint and varnish arises another, sour and metallic, which sticks to her muzzle and makes her whiskers twitch. The scent had almost disappeared as the family wandered around the house making their usual fuss, but now it's back, more intense than when they arrived. Peach leaps off the couch and paws around the ground floor again, carefully inspecting every nook and cranny, until she locates the source of the odor that is pervasively permeating through the doorway behind the staircase. 
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