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      *Hattie*

      

      “Your great uncle wanted you to understand how important our family was in the creation of this country.”

      The tone in my Great Aunt Ida’s voice matches the vibe of this house, a large, imposing building that has stood well over two hundred fifty years—quiet yet confident, assured that her place as a member of our family, along with all the years she and her husband, Great Uncle Arthur, had dedicated to the community is solid.

      I instantly wish I could have gotten to know her more and that I’d had more time with Uncle Arthur before he passed away. My sister and I knew them, of course, but mainly as distant relatives who showed up for weddings and family reunions. I’ve been told about this house but never laid eyes on it until yesterday.

      Aunt Ida sits gracefully in the ornate, American rococo chair across from us and crosses her ankles, her black tailored dress and flawless grey updo suited to her proud status as a member of the Monroe family, descendants of one of the original colonial families in America. Though I’m a Miller, she’s always told me we’re all true Monroes, including my dad, since Aunt Ida is also a Monroe by marriage.

      She wears a soft smile on her face despite just losing her husband of fifty-five years. Only a slight slump in her shoulders reveals how tired she must be even after hundreds of well-wishers have left the house after the funeral reception. It’s a relief he’s not suffering anymore after such a long illness. Still, to lose the love of a lifetime…. I can’t even imagine how that must feel.

      I hope someday to find someone I can fall in love with as deeply as the two of them were. Looking at the photos of them that sit behind Aunt Ida on a bureau, it’s quite clear how in love they were. From their wedding photo to a picture taken last Christmas, they’re gazing at one another in such a way that makes my heart sing for them.

      Someday, I hope to find someone who looks at me the way Uncle Arthur looks at her, someone I can spend the rest of my life with.

      My mom enters the room and puts a hand on Aunt Ida’s shoulder. Since my grandparents died a few years ago, she’s been thinking of Aunt Ida and Uncle Arthur as the closest thing she has to parents. Uncle Arthur was my grandpa’s brother. She’s been visiting often during his illness. Guilt rushes over me since I was too busy with the end of the school year to come with her, though everyone insisted I tend to my students first.

      Mom, along with the rest of us, has been doing what she can to comfort Aunt Ida since Uncle Arthur’s passing. Naturally, the service was upsetting, but since we got back to the house for the reception, Aunt Ida’s been in better spirits. Now, she’s asked all of us in the younger generation to join her here in the parlor.

      “Maybe you should rest,” Mom suggests. “It’s been a long day.”

      Aunt Ida shakes her head and pats Mom’s hand as it rests on her shoulder. “I’m just fine. Your uncle led a long, full life, and we should celebrate it. I want all of the younger members of the family to understand their heritage, as he would have wanted.”

      Mom nods, letting out a light sigh. Yesterday was the first time I’ve seen her in two weeks. Nina, Dad, and I flew in for the service. I was surprised to see how tired Mom looked. In contrast to Aunt Ida, she has dark circles under eyes, indicating she could use some rest herself. “Can I at least get you some herbal tea?”

      “That would be lovely, thank you,” Aunt Ida tells her before turning back to us. “I’d like to share some history with you.” Her blue eyes, slightly red from crying, admire each of us one at a time, first my three cousins, Joe, Tom, and Harry, then my sister Nina, alighting on me last. “It’s such a joy to see you all together.”

      I’ve always been a curious soul, so my ears perk up at her mysterious statement. “What sort of history would you like to share with us, Aunt Ida?”

      “Well, my Arthur was very interested in the Revolutionary War, particularly the Battle of Bunker Hill,” she begins. “Did you know that happened only eight miles away?”

      I nod, but I doubt anyone else in the room has much knowledge on the subject. All of them are teenagers. Who needs to study American history when you can watch videos on TikTok? Still, they’re polite enough to nod along as Aunt Ida begins to tell her story.

      “The Monroes who lived in this house at the time sent their children to fight for our country’s freedom,” she explains. “Sadly, one of them did not come home.”

      “That’s awful,” Nina whispers, and everyone solemnly agrees.

      My eyes flutter around the room, taking in all the antique furniture and decor. The light scent of honey lingers in the air from the beeswax candles lit on the wide stone fireplace. This parlor, along with the rest of the home, appears frozen in time, the furnishings all in ornately carved cherry wood with soft, floral fabrics that date back to colonial times. Of course, there have clearly been quite a few updates to modernize the home, especially with the appliances, bathroom fixtures, and air conditioning. But the heart of the home is clearly the way it stood so many years ago.

      I’ve been eager to explore every inch of the place, especially after strolling by the immense library when we arrived yesterday, but all the preparations, the funeral, and reception today have made that impossible… so far.

      “The family kept extensive records of the activities near here,” Aunt Ida continues.

      With a sharp inhale, I turn back to Aunt Ida, wondering what incredible historical documents might be found in that breathtaking library down the hall, its solid wood shelves full all the way to the ceiling. Did she say one of the Monroe children didn’t make it?

      “At the time, Boston was under siege,” she continues. “The citizens had learned that the British intended to occupy all the surrounding hills, which would give them full control of the city and the harbor. This would allow them to land enough ships for unlimited soldiers to occupy the colonies. If that had been achieved, there would likely have never been a United States of America.”

      I notice my sister and cousins leaning forward a bit, listening intently.

      Mom returns, setting a teacup beside Aunt Ida. She thanks her, lifts it, and takes a sip before continuing. “Your uncle collected a series of letters from soldiers describing the battles on the Charlestown peninsula. Many of them spent time in this house after the battle as it served as a hospital for a spell.”

      As she takes another sip, the magnificent mahogany grandfather clock in the corner strikes the hour. Chills rush over me as I realize that those soldiers probably looked at the very same clock, admiring its gold leaf detail on the finely carved wood.

      Aunt Ida continues her history lesson. “The same can be said for the house next door. The Thomas family owns the adjoining property. They had quite a role in the war themselves. They also own the cottage.”

      “What cottage?” Nina asks.

      “Oh, have I never mentioned it to you?” We all shake our heads, enraptured by her mysterious tale. “It sits right off the edge of our property to the south, dear,” Aunt Ida explains. “It’s tucked away in a wooded area. You could walk right past it and not see it if you didn’t know it was there.”

      I get a strange flutter in my heart I can’t explain. What is it about this cottage that’s so important?

      “Who lives there?” Harry asks.

      “Nobody,” Aunt Ida replies. “Oh, it’s a lovely little cottage, hand-built by a young man just before the Revolutionary War. It’s a sturdy sandstone house with fine woodwork, some of which is more impressive than the wood in this home, which was all handmade. The young man was a fine craftsman. He took his time perfecting every detail.” She looks up just long enough to nod toward Mom, who refills her teacup. “But it’s haunted of course,” she adds nonchalantly, as if she hasn’t been leading up to this moment all along.

      Aunt Ida has always been quite the storyteller.

      Nina tilts her head to the side, her eyes so wide she reminds me of my students when we covered Poe. My baby sister definitely doesn’t share my love of all things paranormal. “Haunted?” I try not to giggle at the tremble in her voice.

      “Yes, of course,” Aunt Ida continues. “Often the ghosts that roam this property can be seen heading toward the cottage.”

      “Ghosts? Plural?” Nina clarifies, and Aunt Ida nods and laughs.

      “That is so cool,” Joe, my youngest cousin, says, awestruck.

      I restrain a chuckle, remembering why we’re here in the first place, but I can’t say I disagree with him.

      “It is quite ‘cool,’” Aunt Ida replies, lingering on the word.

      “Have you seen one?” Harry asks.

      She takes a slow sip of her tea and says nothing for a moment, but when she sets down the cup, the side of her lip curls up as she adjusts her shawl.

      Nina shakes her head. “Well, I can tell you right now, if I see a freaking ghost, I’m getting out of here! You won’t be able to catch me!”

      “Nina,” Mom says, shaking her head at my sister’s ridiculousness.

      But Aunt Ida waves her off and leans toward Nina. “It’s quite all right, dear. You don’t have to worry. All the ghosts here are friendly, and they know not to show themselves to those who might be frightened. Now, the same can’t be said for the ghosts at the cottage. If you pay the cottage a visit, well, there’s no telling what you may see.”

      I sit in silence while the boys ask more questions about the ghosts that Aunt Ida’s seen in her home, but I’d like to hear more about the buildings on the property, especially the cottage. Somehow, I can already picture it in my mind.

      “Can we please stop talking about ghosts now?” Nina asks after a few minutes.

      I have to laugh this time, and I’m grateful for the opening to change the subject. “What was the name of the man who lived in the cottage?”

      Aunt Ida shakes her head nearly imperceptibly. “No one ever lived there. Sadly, he died in the war before he could move in. Such a beautiful little home never occupied in all these years.”

      I tilt my head in confusion. “After all this time, why not?”

      “Well, the family would never allow anyone to live in it or tear it down, and they certainly wouldn’t sell it,” she explained. “The Thomases always insisted he was coming back.” She looks around at us all. “It’s true. Generation after generation of the Thomases are said to believe that Eric Thomas is coming back. Isn’t that unusual?”

      A shiver runs down my spine. But it’s not one of fear like I’m guessing my sister is experiencing right now. No, this is a warm bolt of electricity, a sensation I haven’t felt before that wraps around me and envelops my whole body. Eric Thomas—why does… whatever this feeling is… stir in me at the sound of his name? And why would his whole family think he’s coming back after being killed in the war? Maybe they had reason to believe he survived the war. Still, the war was two hundred fifty years ago. He couldn’t possibly come back now–unless he’s one of the ghosts out there.

      Aunt Ida moves on to a story about another family, but it’s hard to pay attention as Eric’s name haunts my mind. I wonder whether my aunt has seen his ghost, or if she knows more about the story than she’s letting on. I don’t want to bring it up now since the others are asking questions about the other family now, the one that lives on the other side of Aunt Ida’s property.

      My heart quickens as I imagine seeing the haunted cottage for myself. I picture a small structure with an inviting porch, wide windows, and finely crafted woodwork around the porch. Inside, I imagine a cozy fireplace, a bedroom or two, and a kitchen with a warm hearth and handcrafted cabinets.

      As Aunt Ida begins to talk about our own family that lived here during the time of the Revolutionary War, I try to concentrate, but it’s difficult. There’s clearly more to this place than I’ve ever realized. In the next week, while I stay to help Aunt Ida around the house, I hope to get a chance to explore every inch of the property–and one other place….

      Unable to concentrate on her next story, I make up my mind. Tonight, I’m going to visit that cottage and see for myself if the spirit of Eric Thomas still lingers there. Hopefully, I can talk my sister and cousins into going with me. If not, well, I’ll just have to do it on my own.

      I don’t think I can sleep until I see that place for myself.
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      *Hattie*

      

      The light of the rising moon, a few stars, and a couple of old flashlights we found in the garage light the way as we take the path Aunt Ida mentioned leads to the old cottage. It’s early evening, not quite dark, but we wanted to be prepared. I take my time, even though I’m excited to see the place, not wanting to trip and hurt myself. I’ve been known to be a bit klutzy, after all, and this is no time for a twisted ankle.

      “Are you sure it’s even legal for us to be wandering around out here?” Nina hangs behind me, clearly still frightened.

      I shake my head at her for about the tenth time. “We’re still on Monroe property. There’s nothing stopping us from exploring.”

      “Except a forest,” she complains, stopping and putting her hands on her hips. “Aunt Ida made it sound like it was just on the edge of the property–like in a few trees and bushes. If it’s over there, that’s an understatement.”

      “It’s actually nice and shady out here,” I argue, lifting my gaze to the thick canopy above. The bushy hemlocks meet above us in a tent of green. Below, their trunks are so thick, they must be older than the Monroe estate itself.

      “Stop being annoying, Nina,” Joe snaps. “I want to see this cottage.”

      “Yeah,” Tom agrees. “You were up for it before we left.”

      “I was up for it before I knew we’d be traipsing through a forest,” Nina retorts. “How do we even know we aren’t lost?”

      “I’m sure the cottage is up ahead,” I tell her. “Aunt Ida said it was to the south, and that’s the way we’re going. We’re on the path she said to take.”

      Finally, Nina starts walking again, though she lags behind, the boys all several feet in front of us, making better time.

      “Oh. There it is,” Harry says after a moment.

      I hitch a breath as we step into a clearing, at the center of which is a small stone cottage. I bite down on my lower lip, my heart thumping hard in my chest. Slowly, I approach the building, but the boys take off. Well, if there were any ghosts here, they’ve got to be scared away now.

      When I get closer, it’s obvious Aunt Ida was right. The Thomas family has taken great care of the place, keeping the small yard in front of it mowed and the bushes surrounding it trimmed, turning the place into an oasis of sorts in the middle of the forest.

      The image I conjured in my mind earlier isn’t far off. The cottage is such a perfect, adorable little home, made of sandstone with beautiful carved oak trim around the windows and doors. The roof looks relatively new, but that makes sense as it has probably been replaced if the house is really two hundred and fifty years old. The quaint front porch is also made of stone, warm and inviting with a carved wood railing supporting rectangular planter boxes full of recently tended flowers. It’s as if the whole place is just waiting for its owner to return.

      Eric Thomas—they say he’ll come back one day.

      I step up on the stone porch, inhaling the minty scent of wild bergamot growing in the planter boxes. The Thomas family clearly took their job of preserving the place seriously. Do they really believe Eric will return after all this time? It seems so far-fetched, yet they’ve gone to such trouble to preserve this place.

      “This is so cool,” Joe says, smooshing his face up against the glass of a window. “Can we go inside?”

      A twinge of excited energy flows through me. I want to go in, too—I feel like, for some reason, I should go inside, but the fact that I’m standing on this porch means we aren’t on Aunt Ida’s property anymore.

      I open my mouth to say that, but Harry is already trying the door. “It’s locked.” He shakes his head. “Should we break in?”

      “Definitely not,” I tell him, though a strange ache in my heart seems to be pulling me toward the entryway. Instead, I press my hand against the sandstone wall. It’s gritty, like sandpaper, but also warm, maybe from absorbing the heat of the sun all day, though even in this clearing, the trees shade the house well. It seems strange that it seems so inviting under the circumstances.

      “Don’t you dare break in,” Nina scolds him. “Remember, this is on the Thomas’s property, not Aunt Ida’s.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Harry agrees. “But the outside is so cool,” he adds, patting the front of the house with his hand. “I wanna see the inside. That guy who built it must have spent a lot of time and effort on it. Look at the incredible detail in this carved wood.”

      I follow his gaze to see that close up, every inch of the exterior is tightly constructed. “It’s amazing.”

      “Eric was his name, right?” Nina asks.

      “Right. Eric Thomas.” Those strange, pleasant tingles return as I say his name.

      Nina walks up closer and puts her hand on a window. “Why does the glass look like this?”

      “It’s because it’s old,” I explain. “Glass seems solid, but it’s actually viscous and flows, but not enough that we can even tell in our lifetimes. But with something this old, you can notice that it’s been pulled by gravity to the bottom.” I step over to another window. “See? This one has been replaced. It must have broken or something and the Thomas family fixed it. Usually, only wealthy people could afford glass back then.” I suppose Eric Thomas wanted only the best for his cottage and did what needed to be done to secure the glass for his windows.

      “Hmm.” Nina’s eyes shift back and forth between the two windows, comparing the glass. “I guess all those books you read pay off eventually.”

      I let out a giggle. “I guess so.”

      “I’m sure the Thomases won’t mind if we look around,” Tom says impatiently. “I want to see the back.”

      “I’m going with you.” Harry steps off the porch to follow him, and Joe is not far behind them.

      “Be careful,” I call out, but the boys have already disappeared around the corner.

      Nina’s lips disappear into a thin line, and she shakes her head. “I’ll go make sure they don’t do something stupid.”

      “Okay. I’d like to look around here for a bit first.”

      “Be right back,” she says before taking the flashlight from my hand and following the boys, shining the light in the direction where they disappeared.

      I run my hands over the wooden railing, feeling its smooth finish. It must have been replaced at some point since the solid oak would have weathered out here, but given how much attention to detail has been taken with the cottage’s upkeep, I’m guessing it looks similar to the railing it replaced. Stepping down off the porch, I take a seat on the step and admire the view of the yard and forest surrounding it. I look up at the trees for a moment, then close my eyes, listening to the sounds of night creatures coming from every direction. It’s so peaceful here. It somehow feels like home.

      Opening my eyes, my body jerks to attention as I think I catch sight of movement out of the corner of my eye. Turning my head, I see the outline of a familiar shape off in the trees. At first, I think it looks like the shape of a man–but that’s impossible. Squinting, I lean forward, and the shape takes further form–a tall man with dark hair, walking between the trees.

      A shiver goes down my spine. I blink a few times, thinking he’ll disappear, but I can still see him.

      “H-Hello?”

      He doesn’t answer, so I get up, my heart racing as I run over to the trees he walked past… but he’s gone. I take a few more steps into the forest, but I don’t see him anywhere. He’s just disappeared.

      “What the hell?” I whisper out loud. “Was that a man–or a ghost?” My hand over my heart, I try to catch my breath. While part of me is a bit scared, the rest is flabbergasted, and thrilled. That feeling I got earlier, when Aunt Ida was talking about the cabin, floods over me. What if that was him?

      “Who are you talking to?”

      I yelp and spin around, my heart up in my throat as the flashlight reveals my sister’s curious face. “Shit, Nina!” I scold her. “Don’t scare me like that!”

      “See? It’s creepy out here.” She laughs wickedly, and I have to wonder if she didn’t do that on purpose.

      “It’s not creepy when no one is sneaking up on you.” I fold my arms under my chest. “It’s beautiful. Where are the boys?”

      “Still out back. You’d better come see this. They won’t listen to me.”

      “See what?” But she’s already walking and ignores me, so I follow her around to the back of the cottage where the boys are leaning over something, staring down at a circular hole in the ground, covered by a grate that looks like it’s ready to cave in.

      “Don’t fall in,” Joe warns as I approach.

      “Um, yeah,” I agree, seeing the ripples of water down below. “That’s an old well. The last thing we need is for one of you to slip.”

      “Why not?” Tom asks. “We’ve got a lifeguard right here.”

      “I used to be a lifeguard,” I correct him. “While I do coach the swim team, my skills relate to swimming pools, not deep, old wells with smooth sides and no way out without a rope or a ladder, which we don’t have. Now, back away from it before you fall in.”

      “We’d better get back anyway,” Nina says. “I’m gonna need a shower before dinner thanks to this trek through the forest.”

      I look back up at the little house, and my heart flutters again. I don’t want to leave this place. I also can’t stop thinking about the man I saw in the forest—at least, I think I saw someone. It’s only seven o’clock. Maybe he’d be more willing to show himself nearer the witching hour. The whole place has a vibe I’d like to explore later at night anyway.

      Maybe I’ll wait until everyone else is asleep and come back here then.
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        * * *

      

      Nina and I are both freshly showered when it’s finally time for a late dinner. Aunt Ida sits at the head of the table wearing a light blue outfit that looks like she’s ready to attend a dinner party. She’s always been well dressed, though I’ve only really seen her at formal occasions when everyone else was, too. Still, I’m glad to see her out of the black suit and wearing something more cheerful.

      Nina and I bring out the last of the side dishes and sit next to each other. The table is full of a colorful mix of vegetables, meats, and other side dishes, with the incredible scents of cheese and garlic filling the air from Mom’s signature pasta dish. It’s enough food for an army, but with the four teenage boys at the table with us, there won’t be many leftovers.

      “Mom, sit down,” I insist. The dark circles under her eyes are even more pronounced than they were earlier. “I’m sure Sally can handle the rest.” Mom insisted on helping with dinner, though Aunt Ida has a maid to help her take care of the huge estate. Sally is also an amazing cook. I know staying busy keeps Mom from thinking about Uncle Arthur, but she needs to rest, too. Thankfully, she sits and joins the rest of us.

      Halfway through my salad, I lean toward Nina. “Let’s go back to the cottage later tonight,” I whisper.

      “What?” she whisper/yells. “I don’t think so.”

      “Please? I want to see what it’s like out there in the dark, but I don’t think I should take the boys since they’re so rambunctious.”

      “No way,” she says—a bit louder than a whisper, shaking her head. She shoves a bite of pasta in her mouth, marking the conversation as over.

      A few heads turn toward us, but I just smile. “This is really good.”

      “It is quite delicious,” Aunt Ida agrees. “Sally is a wonderful cook, and Mary, your pasta is also tasty. Thank you.”

      Mom smiles, though it doesn’t reach her tired eyes, and I’m glad to see her almost finished with her food.

      After dinner, I pull Nina aside in the hallway behind the kitchen. “You’ve got to go out there with me,” I insist. “Nothing will happen to us since we’ll be together.”

      “Why do you want to go out there this time of night?” she asks.

      I lift my shoulders in a shrug. “I don’t know. It was so intriguing earlier. I didn’t really get a chance to look around. I just think it’ll be… neater this late at night.” I can hardly tell her I want to see if that ghost appears again–if that’s even what I truly saw.

      “I can think of a thousand reasons to stay away,” she insists. “We could fall and hurt ourselves. You know what a klutz you can be. And I’m not carrying you out of a forest with a broken leg, that’s for sure.”

      “I’m not going to fall.” I shake my head. “We’ll each have a flashlight this time. Please, Nina? Just this once?”

      She folds her arms over her chest. “No way. I went with you earlier, and I don’t need to go again. We’ll get lost!”

      “We won’t get lost,” I argue.

      “Well, we could,” she insists. “It’s too dangerous, and there’s no way I’m going out there this late at night. You’d better not do it either since you’ll be on your own!”

      “Nina….”

      “No means no!” She spins around and walks off, and I’m left in the hallway behind the kitchen watching her strut away.

      I let out a gentle sigh and shake my head. I used to be able to convince Nina to do anything, but now that we don’t live in the same house anymore, my sway over her has lessened.

      Looking around, I realize even this part of the house is interesting. Back here in the area that must have been a servant’s quarters when it was first built, there is stunning attention to detail. The doorway consists of a mahogany archway with intricately carved details, beveled on every inch with a floral carved keystone.

      Seeing all of this attention to detail makes my heart ache to see more of the cottage, which was even stunning from the outside. I know I won’t be able to go inside, but I feel the need to return, to admire it all in the moonlight, though even I can’t explain why.

      Like a siren’s call, Eric Thomas’s home calls to me.

      Or is it Eric Thomas himself?

      A shudder goes down my spine, and my mind’s made up. I’m going back out there tonight for certain, whether Nina comes with me or not.
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      *Hattie*

      

      “Nina!” I’m almost panting when I finally reach the hallway where my sister disappeared a few moments ago.

      She turns, having only made it halfway down the hall. “I said I’m not going.”

      I raise my hands as I approach her. “I know. I’m not asking you to. But don’t you want to explore the estate with me? I’m sure we won’t see any ghosts with so many people around.”

      Her lips contort into a half frown as she looks up at the ceiling, then back at me. “Okay, but we’d better not.”

      That took a lot of convincing. I shake my head as she follows me out of the room. “Let’s start down here.”

      We pass under a large mahogany archway at the end of the hall. “This looks cozy,” she says. “It must be the living room.”

      “I think it would have been called the drawing room back then, but you’re right.”

      “Do you think all the furniture in the whole house is antique?” She runs her fingers along the velvety sofa cushions.

      “Probably, especially that sofa.” Stepping forward to admire it, I stop short as I catch sight of a portrait above the fireplace. A man and woman stand together, their blue eyes gazing warmly into the room.

      “I guess those are the Monroes who used to live here.”

      Nina’s voice gives me a start; I hadn’t realized she was standing so close to me. Now, who’s afraid? The couple look so in love, and I can see traces of my family members in their expressions. I can’t take my eyes off the portrait. “Yes, they must be.”

      “I’d love wearing dresses like that all the time.”

      I left my eyebrows in surprise. The dress looks awfully uncomfortable to me, especially knowing there are so many layers underneath. I do admire the ruffled sleeves and paisley pattern. “My students would think I’d lost my mind if I came to school in something like that. But yes, it’s pretty. This is probably a wedding portrait. They still look young.”

      She nods, and we move on. “Let’s go look at the office,” she suggests. “I saw a desk in there that looks interesting.”

      I’m anxious to see the rest of the house, but I can’t resist another glance back at the portrait before exiting the room. While it’s clear they are very much in love, I think I see a hint of something else in their eyes, especially the woman. I wonder when this was painted, how close to the Revolution the portrait was made. Is that fear hidden there so skillfully by the artist’s brush? Excitement? Uncertainty? I’m not sure. It would be interesting to know how they felt about living in such a tumultuous time. Did they know the impact their generation would have on the rest of the world or were they completely unaware?

      Sadly, I’ll never know.
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        * * *

      

      After fully exploring the rest of the first floor, we finally reach the library, a room I’ve wanted to visit since arrival. The moment I open the door to the vast archive, I’m speechless. Sturdy mahogany bookshelves reach all the way to the ceiling. The scent of leather and wood permeates the air, along with a hint of some sort of air freshener. I’m surprised it’s not musty at all in here given the age of some of these books, though it is cooler in here and dimly lit, with reading lights on a couple of desks far away from most of the collection.

      I’m frozen in the doorway for a moment, overwhelmed by the impressive collection. I can’t imagine just how much knowledge and history are captured in all the pages of this library,

      “Well, this looks like a place you’ll be in for hours.” Nina sighs and backs away. “I’m gonna go grab a snack and stream a movie in our room.”

      “Okay.” It barely registers that she’s leaving the room. My eyes flicker from one leather bound tome to the next, my fingers practically itching to dig into them.

      She giggles and pats my shoulder. “Have fun!”

      It’s impossible to choose one thing to read. Some books bound with intricately decorated covers made of what appears to be silk or satin fabric call to me from the upper shelves, but I’d need a ladder. I see one several shelves over, built of gleaming mahogany with a smooth finish that matches the shelves, but I’d have to pull it over this way on its delicate looking wheels. Visions of it derailing and falling in my arms, smashing into the lower shelves, have me quickly changing my mind.

      Instead, I step over to the nearest lower shelf and run my fingers over the smooth, cool wood. While I’d love to pluck a book off a shelf and dig through it, on second thought, I need to be careful. These books are so old, I’d probably need gloves to prevent any damage to the pages.

      “I thought I’d find you here.”

      I jump like a child who’s been caught with her hand in the cookie jar, spinning around to see the warm smile on Aunt Ida’s face. I hadn’t even heard her open the door.

      “It’s quite all right, dear,” she says, still smiling. “I simply mean that it’s only natural that the language arts teacher in the family would be curious about the library.”

      I exhale with relief. “I was hoping you wouldn’t mind. I’m fascinated by literature, especially books this old and so well taken care of. This place is extraordinary.”

      She walks over to me, her smile meeting her blue eyes. “Of course I don’t mind. In fact, I was hoping one of you young people would take an interest in the collection. It was so dear to Arthur… and to me.”

      “I can see that. You’ve taken great lengths to store it properly.”

      She nods gently. “Arthur insisted that the library maintain the proper temperature and humidity to preserve the books. And of course, the lights are low, so the paper doesn’t yellow.”

      “It’s quite clear how much the books meant to him.” I glance back at the shelf. “I was just making a hopeless attempt to choose one to read–with gloves of course.”

      Aunt Ida chuckles and lifts her finger. “I think I have just the thing.” She steps over to another bookshelf just beyond this one and takes out a huge tome, pages of different sizes sticking out from the leather binding. Her back bends against its weight.
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