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For Ana, who taught me to love stories—ours was my favorite one. I miss you.
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ONE IS ALWAYS SUBJECT TO THE INFLUENCE OF SPIRITS

Antonia rested her weight against the wooden desk and stared at the words carved on the gray concrete wall above the blackboard. She didn’t appreciate the reminder because she didn’t believe the words to be true, but the nuns insisted that the girls should learn about the weaknesses of the flesh and the soul.

The hazy gloom of burned incense settled in the room, but it didn’t mask the earthy graveyard smell. The nogal’s dead branches click-clacked off the half-open arched stained-glass windows; cold lurked inside, crawling up her nostrils, creeping down her throat. Antonia swallowed. When would this oppressive gloom finally pass over Bogotá?

Rain droplets pelted her face. Antonia pulled up the zipper of her black woolen coat and rushed through the young girls—bent over their notepads on their weathered wooden desks—to shut the windows, then patted her hands dry against the thick fabric of her black dress.

Antonia glanced briefly at her students, and at hand’s reach were the Catechism and the Bible. Antonia shook her head; the girls spent hours being told what to say and think.

While boys learned math, algebra, and geometry, girls learned all about domestic economy. Nothing more than simple mathematical operations were required.

Although Antonia had been working at the Escuela para Señoritas de Bogotá for over a year, she still wasn’t used to what the nuns called “the nourishing of the minds of the youth.”

Girls were taught manners; how to be good daughters, docile and benevolent ones, and obedient and caring future wives and mothers. The majority of them would be married by the age of fourteen. And if they were lucky, marriage wouldn’t come until they turned eighteen or twenty. But those were exceptions. And even then, they’d remain in captivity. Captive to their condition as females. Doomed to a life at the service of men, determined by religious beliefs.

For when a woman dared escape home, it was frowned upon. A woman’s duty could only be housework.

There was nothing that could even make them consider the idea of leaving.

For a while, Antonia had longed for an escape regardless of what people would say. She’d daydreamed about Paris, London, Rome, and Istanbul. About studying the origins of Gothic literature where it had all begun.

Unlike these girls, who attended Catholic school, when Antonia was a child, she had, for the most part, been tutored by Carmela in math, algebra, and geometry. Still, Antonia’s position in life was no better than that of any other woman.

So, here she was.

Just a few more hours until the day was finally over. She snapped out of her stupor and continued with the lesson:

“But the influence of the demons, as we know from the scriptures and the history of the Church, goes further still….”

Antonia wished she could tell the girls that demonic possession was as much of a fantasy as every other folktale they’d been told. Such as La Llorona—the spirit of a grieving woman in search of her dead kid—or La Patasola, a one-legged woman-like creature with vampire-like lust for human flesh and blood.

Antonia’s stomach churned at the notion that in 1936 Colombia, monsters were female.

“The Devil may attack one’s body from without or assume control of it from… within.” Antonia parsed through her words as her gaze fixated on the girls stiffening in their seats, panic flaring in their eyes. This was terrorism.

She placed the Catholic Encyclopedia on top of her desk; her brown eyes stared at the navy-blue leatherbound behemoth of a book for a bit. Her chest tightened. She was complicit in this brainwashing.

A hand rose at the back of the dimly lit classroom and brought Antonia’s focus back to her audience. She nodded, and a black-haired girl stumbled away from her desk.

“Miss Rubiano, how do we know…” The girl paused, her elbows pressed into the sides of her beige uniform, making her look even smaller. “How do we know when someone’s possessed by the…” The girl’s voice trailed off as though she couldn’t even dare say the word.

Devil.

Antonia scratched her forehead and pondered what to say next. To her, possessions were nothing more than illnesses of the body falsely seen as the works of the supernatural. The only ghost that had ever truly haunted her was regret. She could’ve escaped, but now it was too late. And she had to live with the consequences of her own choices. Those were often the heaviest burdens to carry around.

“There hasn’t been real proof of this happening,” Antonia said at last, not quite answering Esperanza’s question but hoping that would be enough. The least she wanted was to further terrorize these girls. “Most of the time, these… possessions aren’t real.”

Antonia’s focus darted around the room. Hanging on the dull-colored walls were Christian frescoes caulked into place, their frames rusty from the ravages of time, depicting different religious figures from a portrait of young Pio XI to one of Francis of Assisi—the first person to allegedly suffer stigmata—to a painting of the Resurrection. The latter of which her eyes could never skip over. Her flesh crawled under her skin each time, so she had to force herself to look away.

A spiral of fear traveled down the back of Antonia’s neck. But there was more than just fear in it, there was uncertainty underneath it as well.

Dead people stay dead. If they didn’t, wouldn’t Antonia’s mamá be back?

“How do we know?” Esperanza pressed.

Antonia breathed in deeply, pulled a piece of chalk out of her coat, and turned to face the blackboard.

“Unusual violent movements,” she said as she scribbled the words with her right hand, the chalkboard screech prickling at her eardrums. “Shrieking, groaning, and uttering disconnected or strange speech. Having the answer to questions they couldn’t possibly know the answer to…”

The sound of her heartbeat thrashed in her ears as the images cycled through her mind like aging puzzle pieces, worn-out, faded. Antonia knew they were locked in her brain somewhere, but at times she’d rather not access them.

Papá bound to a chair with chains and rosaries, candles the only source of light. He tries to scramble away. He twists and screams so loudly he forgets he is screaming. Then he stops. He rubs his hands together, mumbling to himself, and hunches over as the Latin chants from Padre Juan and the nuns become louder and faster. There is a darkness about Papá that spreads inside the already darkened room. The chanting stops, and as Papá cocks his head up slowly, his eyes open, revealing nothing but white. Blood from his mouth and eyes flows down onto his white shirt. He grins and stays completely motionless for a while. Then his expression falters; he looks dazed and confused. Padre Juan approaches him and places a towel drenched in holy water onto his forehead, and so the chanting resumes. With one last convulsion, Papá forces out the “demon” before collapsing against the floor.

Antonia’s thoughts left her unsettled. She reached for the glass of water on her desk and downed the lukewarm liquid in one gulp in an attempt to steady her heart, threatening to lunge out of her rib cage. After a few seconds that felt like minutes, she managed to compose herself. The memory had escaped the innermost corner of her mind. Those dark places… she had to stop reaching into them if she wanted to move forward. Or perhaps the only way she would ever move forward was by confronting them, just as Carmela often reminded her. But how would she ever overcome so much death while keeping what was left of her family together? She couldn’t afford to consider any of it now. No. She and her papá had survived, barely, and Antonia couldn’t put their fragile recovery in jeopardy.

Antonia sucked in another breath before resuming the lecture. She wouldn’t let catechesis get to her too. No more digging up her past. Not if she wanted the dreams to stop.

“Occasionally the person becomes incapable of prayer, utters blasphemies, or exhibits terror or hatred of sacred persons or objects,” she continued. “However, scientific studies treat these things as psychophysical manifestations to be dealt with medically. Lunacy and paralysis, for instance, are often mistaken for possession. Results are then attributed to a diabolical agency when they’re really due to natural causes….”

The door creaked open.

Antonia wavered where she stood and stumbled as she turned around.

La madre superiora stepped through the door and over the threshold. A chill washed over Antonia, raising fine ashy-brown hairs all over her skin at the sight of the old nun approaching her. Her veins turned to ice, and she stood still.

Madre Asunción’s voice rolled like thunder across the room. “I am sure Miss Rubiano meant not to deny the existence of such phenomenon.” She grimaced at Antonia, then her eyes flitted to the girls, who quickly got on their knees, their skin exposed to the cold stone floor, their gazes locked down on their laps as they silently began praying to themselves.

Dread coiled in the pit of Antonia’s stomach. Nasty white hairs on Madre Asunción’s chin escaped the brown coif of the habit and swung along with the damp wind coming in through the now-open door. Antonia squirmed and her toes curled up inside her black leather shoes, but she forced herself to not look away. It wasn’t Madre Asunción’s presence that bothered Antonia the most, it was the memories she brought with her.

The air got thicker with every lazy step Madre Asunción took around the room. Her feet sagged and the dusty hem of her robe flipped a switch and unlocked something about Antonia’s past. Something Antonia hadn’t dared to look into.

Antonia had been a student in this same escuela once, and although she didn’t come from a Catholic family, her parents had no choice but to leave her education to the nuns. For a little girl her age, at that time there weren’t many options. But it wasn’t long until the nuns considered her unfit in their institution and thought it was better, despite her papá’s donations to the Church, to expel her. Antonia was, after all, her mamá’s child, and that posed a threat to everything the nuns believed in.

“Whatever view rationalists choose to adopt, for a sincere believer there can be no doubt that possession is possible.”

Madre Asunción, cadaverous and frail, nearly stripped of her humanity, was almost too old to be allowed to run an entire school. Her skeletal hands carried a ruler and a holy rosary.

Pain and forgiveness, Antonia thought.

Through sunken black eyes surrounded by wrinkly discolored skin, Madre Asunción stared into oblivion with a dead gaze. Slowly, her thin lips parted, and a vile smile crept across her decayed face.

“The most common cause is that someone has turned to the Devil or the occult. Usually, when they try to escape the demonic world, they get attacked by it, and sometimes… most of the time, they are killed.”

The girls gasped in unison, and fifteen sets of small eyes bulged out. Cold sweat trickled down Antonia’s spine. She glanced at Madre Asunción, who stood motionless, unbothered.

“Madre Asunción, I just want the girls to gain some perspective. It’s 1936, they can use a bit of context. Given how many charlatans one can encounter these days, I want them to ask questions, not to simply believe whatever people tell them. That’s all.”

Antonia wasn’t lying about that. Working at Escuela para Señoritas de Bogotá wasn’t easy for her. She was not a believer. After the tragedies she and her family had suffered, her papá had avoided the subject altogether.

Antonia found no solace in spirituality. She wouldn’t worship any God who would rob her of everything she cared about. She’d found no comfort in it when her mamá passed. She’d tried to pray, but not a single one she’d whispered during sleepless nights had been answered. What had really happened? Why couldn’t she heal? As the years passed, she stopped expecting an answer. She didn’t want one anymore.

The nuns were aware of Antonia’s beliefs, or lack thereof, but they hadn’t found someone else as qualified for the job as she was.

Antonia knew more about literature, Latin, theology, math, sewing, and mending than every other candidate the nuns had come across. She spoke five languages. All of them self-taught. A woman as ambitious as she was unwelcome in any school, let alone any university in the country. Female ambition was a threat to the very foundation of society.

“To deny the words of Jesus himself?” Madre Asunción turned her burning gaze to Antonia. “That’s sacrilege. That’s not teaching them to be faithful but skeptic, one of the worst behaviors any Christian could adopt. Unless they want to burn in hell, that is.”

“I’m sorry, Madre Asunción, but in order for a case to be labeled as possession, there needs to be proper medical examination, and in many cases, there’s rather a lack of any sort of procedure….”

Madre Asunción’s wrinkly and moistureless lips pressed together in a slight grimace as she approached Antonia, causing her to step backward and nearly tip her chair over. Antonia pressed herself to the wall as far from the old nun as possible, but she was trapped. When Madre Asunción’s grip reached her hair, Antonia’s insides turned to thick slime.

Antonia swallowed a screech, and her heart hammered in her chest as her head tilted slightly toward the old lady’s face in a soft but firm pull. According to the nuns, violence was allowed but not encouraged, especially not physical violence. But they also considered themselves God’s servants, and if someone did wrong, they didn’t bear the sword in vain.

For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.

Antonia’s temples squeezed together at the thought.

She’d seen such violence take place—Sister Luisa slumped to the floor, twisting in pain. Her own blood pooling underneath her.

One. Two. Three. Four—

Sister Luisa was whipped to within an inch of her life.

She wanted to die, she’d told Antonia. All along she thought one more whip should end her pain.

But Madre Asunción wouldn’t kill Sister Luisa. No. That would’ve been too easy of a punishment. She had to survive; she had to live and remind herself and everyone else not to ever transgress the rules. Ever again.

Madre Asunción leaned even closer, her sour breath caressing Antonia’s cheek. “You go around hiding behind that skeptical facade of yours thinking that it will keep you safe. But the things that haunt us will do so forever. Don’t you forget what happened to your mother.”

Madre Asunción’s voice was harsh and sibilant. A lump gathered around Antonia’s throat—the saliva in her mouth went dry and her stomach filled with acid. How dare Madre Asunción talk about Estela in front of the girls?

No, Antonia hadn’t forgotten; a lot of her memories were locked in the darkest corridors of her brain, but Estela’s death wasn’t one of them, even if there were only flashes of that day.

Antonia had been somewhere, pacing, working up the nerve to share her big news. She would tell her parents she was moving out, that she couldn’t stay at that house another moment. She’d found a job as a tutor at a Catholic school in Bogotá and she needed to live in the city to fulfill her schedule. The pay was a few pesos but enough to help cover rent and food. She could still visit them over the weekends. It wouldn’t feel as though she’d left at all.

Antonia was as joyful as she’d ever been. She had a plan at last and felt as though she had control over her life. Over her future. That she could finally hope for something more, instead of simply enduring and playing the role everyone expected of her, of every woman. She could work for a few months, earn enough so that she could leave the country. Make her dreams of studying Gothic literature in Britain come true.

But the minute she walked into that cursed house, her dreams died. Since then, a hole had formed in Antonia’s chest—sometimes she felt as though it only grew bigger and wider, emptying her from her insides.

Death is often gentle to the person it takes away, but cruel to those condemned to stay.

Antonia felt stunned by Madre Asunción’s words and didn’t have enough wit to haul herself out of the nun’s grip. All she could do was twist her head a bit and force herself to keep direct eye contact.

“Don’t think that choosing not to believe will make evil disappear; it will not. Nor will it protect you from anything. In truth, when you finally encounter it, you will be weak and unprepared. Defenseless. And not believing will not serve you anymore.” Madre Asunción’s pointy and bony fingers scratched the back of Antonia’s neck before she released Antonia from her grip. “Now, why do you hide? Who, or what, are you hiding from if such things do not exist? What is it that you fear?”

Antonia winced at the pain in her neck and managed to straighten in place, her head still hurting and her neck partially stiffened by the twist.

Madre Asunción’s voice was grainy as it slid between her cracked lips. “Miss Rubiano, take a break for the rest of the day, will you?”

“But I still have an hour left of catechesis—”

The girls’ faces were still trained on the ground as if they were too scared to stare at Madre Asunción. Why wouldn’t they be? She embodied everything they should be afraid of.

A life subjected to Catholic rules. A life of caring for others without ever caring for themselves. A life taking care of a man’s children. A life subjected to the desires of a husband who would see them as not much other than a birthing machine and an acquisition to have sitting at home.

“Leave,” Madre Asunción cut her off, “we will see you tomorrow.”

In the now hollow deafness that spread inside the crowded classroom, Antonia stumbled to get to her desk. She reached across it for her bag and left without saying another word. The girls resumed their chanting as they rose back up. Terror poured through their eyes, and Antonia couldn’t stare at them for long. Their eyes told her, Don’t leave. Don’t leave us alone. But she couldn’t stay. And she didn’t want to.

But what would it cost her, and her family, to escape for good?





8 Agosto 1921

Today the land felt mine for the first time.

The sun gleamed through the midmorning air, lighting up the dirt path around us as I watched my breath gloom in the cold. Sixteen thousand sqft, and they were all ours, at last, after back-and-forth offers and promises to take care of the abandoned land. And I would take all the turmoil, corruption and all. I would have it even when Ricardo tried to convince me otherwise. No price was too high to pay if it meant living in a sanctuary that one wanted. No, needed. These were holy grounds, and it needed a fortress, it needed a leader to rule in order to survive. I saw myself like a mirage, looking over the land and its vastness, a throne-like balcony from where I could stand. I felt my chest inflate with pride, with joy. I’d never felt so powerful, like the world was at hand’s, reach and I was closer to Bochica at last. Money had always failed to make me feel whole—even though I’d grown up with nothing, and the little I had, my family, the only thing I truly could call mine, was ripped from me years ago. I felt like a transplant in the city—I never thought that I belonged. But this place, secluded from everyone else, already felt like home.

As I stood on the ledge, El Salto hummed with life, its waters tumbling down the mountain and onto the rock. Its melody tingled my soul and the scent lingering in the air filled my lungs. Thick ghostlike scarves wrapped the area in a maze of mist, writhing and coiling with delight. We weren’t spared—its spineless tentacles clung to and enrobed us. Could it swallow us whole?

My heart froze, then pounded against my rib cage. How much decay was there that the eye could not see? How much rot was underneath the veil of thick fog? Beauty was deceitful, a mask, a disguise, and it always kept what was broken below the surface. Under it, barren soil extended rapidly like a silent plague. Ill-infused ambition can dry life out of anything. But I intended to restore it, to give it its life back.

Briefly, everything around me stilled, and I was rooted in place. I closed my eyes. I wanted to take in this moment, capture it as it was and lock it inside my brain, like a precious treasure of my own. Something no one could take away.

Warmth radiated throughout my body, and I opened my eyes again. A hug of browns, the wild encenillos provided a shelter of extended limbs, resting beneath foliage hues. El Salto belonged to Bochica. It was a holy sanctuary. A place of ancient souls, of spirits who dwell with the sweet sounds of moving water, cóndores, and owls. Somehow, this was more home than home. Perhaps one day my family will understand that too.

Ricardo’s voice was muffled by the waterfall; where he stood, there was a trail of hardened black-and-white candle wax, along with filthy rags, feathers, and grime. “Workers will get all of it cleaned up,” he said reassuringly, and whatever he said next, I didn’t listen.

This thing in front of us—our future right across—was bigger than Ricardo could ever imagine. Than I could put to words.

I wished Antonia had come with us. This was a better setting than any of the Gothic novels she obsessed over. Would she appreciate it as much as I did?

How could she not? This was hers too. It lived within her, dormant, patient, simmering inside. The day would come when it would lay on her hands.
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The road was empty, cast into shadow by the imposing nogales standing on either side. It was covered with dirt, smears of mud, and clots of black filth. Antonia stood in its center, only a few yards away from the escuela’s main black iron gates. Her crimson scarf, soft and gentle, almost like a colorful flag waving in the wintry winds, sat snug on her neck to protect her from the cold. As she marched away from the escuela, the last bits of light faded in between the clouds, and the cobbled streets of La Candelaria opened to her. The two-story homes painted in white, with worn-out red roof tiles and black wrought-iron window bars, saluted her as she walked by.

Antonia did not turn around. The idea of going back sent a tremor of nausea down her throat. Slicked her palms with sweat. No. She couldn’t allow herself to lose her temper in front of Madre Asunción again. Not if Antonia wanted to keep the job. And she needed to keep the job. Madre Asunción’s patience had already run thin, even before the day’s events. The nun had forgiven her for skipping the biannual peregrination to Monserrate, for not wanting to walk up a steep hill to pray to the shrine of El Señor Caído and taking the girls to the National Institute of Science instead. She’d forgiven Antonia for refusing to take the habit. Not to mention, for being twenty-six and still unmarried.

And, no, Antonia would not consider the habit. She felt cloistered enough in her everyday life. She’d barely survived her own Gothic nightmare. She wouldn’t make it any harder on herself.

Sixty pesos a month was worth the hike, the weekly lessons of catechesis, and everything else the nuns put her through if it meant being able to cover for her papá’s medical expenses. It also meant that she could one day finally leave for good—start a new life somewhere far away, away from the trauma she’d been trying to leave behind.

But even with all these reasons to stay, she couldn’t help but think that perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad if she was fired. Maybe there was a way out. After all, her blighted childhood home had been converted into Colombia’s first luxury hotel. El Refugio del Salto, sprawled over the Bogotá savanna, and overlooking a 515-foot waterfall, where French haute couture met Native Andean traditions, offered a gateway to splendor and exclusivity a mere three hours away from the city. According to La Nota, the city’s local newspaper, the five-story hotel consisted of a lobby and a ballroom with bold geometric architecture, lavish golden details, paneled murals, mosaics on the floor, and crystal chandeliers, as well as sixteen well-appointed rooms with gold snake-medallion doorplates. The hotel also boasted, along with electricity and telephones, three restaurants offering numerous dining options from local cuisine to international dishes, and two lounges on the main floor with spectacular views of the waterfall where guests could sip on beer and wine from the property’s own Bavarian-style cellar made of walnut wood, while listening to live boleros playing in the foyer. Its spa offered a comprehensive list of natural treatments for any ailment, inspired by local rituals.

An odd mixture of horror and hope overcame Antonia just thinking about the place that she used to call home. It offered no shelter to anyone, and it was certainly no haven. That awful house, the place where it all happened, was about to open its gates to the public. But at least she would be able to save a few pesos. Precious funds she hadn’t been able to save since her mamá had left the world four years ago, and her papá had fallen into a depression that had left them in ruin and threatened to swallow him whole. A thick haze clouded his mind, making it impossible for him to work, dream, or hope.

Demonic possession, Antonia thought. Those kids had no idea what true darkness looked like. But all that talk of the Devil meant they still weren’t going to sleep through the night.

Then, Antonia heard it.

It wasn’t quite a noise but a displacement of air, a feeling of something big coming up from the depths of the grimy stone streets, one that was somehow rapidly moving toward her.

Antonia quickened her pace, not turning around, her pulse pounding in her ears. She was only one block away from her house, but she’d heard too many stories about what had happened to unaccompanied señoritas to not be afraid even in the middle of the afternoon.

But Antonia knew real evil.

How can I be afraid when I’ve survived real darkness?

Antonia raised her hands from where they hung loose at her sides and pulled the hood of her coat up to cover herself, as though that would be of any help, but something about it made her feel more at ease.

Still, she made the mistake of looking up—and gasped: a dark silhouette stood across the street, just outside the threshold of her house, bright red eyes staring back at her.

She was momentarily stunned, planted to the moist asphalt beneath her feet, but then she recoiled. The air felt warm and suddenly stale as she scanned the empty street. Those eyes… she knew she’d seen them before….

Around her, the houses stood so still, giving no sign of life inside them, and the tall nogales reached their bold green limbs across the somber sky as though their very presence was enough to beat back the darkness and command light to fall on their rain-soaked leaves.

But it wasn’t the emptiness nor the stillness of her surroundings that frightened her. It was the silence. The utter deafening silence, the kind that muffled and muted everything. Normally, she’d hear the endless roar of the cars and carriages up and down the streets, the click-clack of the soles of each passerby, the nonstop chatter of old ladies after the midmorning mass at the cathedral. But now… nothing. It was as if she had crossed into an entirely different place, yet it remained familiar. And it was because of this familiarity that she didn’t run. Instead, she forced herself to keep staring at the motionless figure standing in her doorway.

The face she couldn’t make out, for it was covered in a black veil, as though something, or someone, had smudged its features, leaving nothing but indistinct knobs of shadow.

But those red eyes…

Antonia’s eyes shoot open. She gasps for air, cold sweat trickling down her spine like icy, treacherous hooks, threatening to slice into her flesh. She clings to the white sheets, hands trembling, pressing her back against the bed frame. She blinks rapidly, trying to shake off the fear pressing on her chest. Memories flicker in her brain—red eyes looking back at her from up close, Antonia standing still, cornered, moist weeds coiling around her bare feet.

She opens her mouth to scream, but she’s unable to utter a single sound, as though the space has been emptied of all air. No. No. No. She won’t let herself fall back into the somber dream. It had to be a dream. She whispers to herself, “Antonia, you’re here,” a reassurance that she is awake. She scans the darkness of her room as a tiny trace of moonlight seeps inside through the window; the familiar tap-tap of the water splashing against the crystal feels comforting.

The menacing nightmare loosens its grip on her, but the echoes of terror linger like an ominous whisper, mocking her fragile sanity.

“I-i-it couldn’t be…,” Antonia let out faintly.

“Señorita Nona?” a muffled, rusty voice whispered against her ear.

Antonia recognized it and whirled around. Emiro, her papá’s young chauffeur, stood behind her.

“Señorita?” he called again. Antonia remained motionless, her gaze now locked down on her lap. “You’re standing in the middle of the street—”

She nodded, not even able to utter a word, and stumbled to her side. She turned around and looked up, the silhouette no longer in sight.

“Are you okay?” Emiro insisted.

“There was someone… at the door. Papá… is he?” Hadn’t Emiro seen it? “I… I was walking and—”

“Your father is inside the house. There is no one outside with this horrendous weather.”

“Yes. I was just… I was distracted.” She curled her lips upward into a half smile. “Long day at the escuela.”

Emiro’s brows furrowed. His long, straight dark brown hair moved alongside the wind, almost completely covering his face. He brushed it back before his rounded eyes met hers again. “Señorita Nona, can I ask you something?”

Antonia nodded, but her eyes were still locked on the house’s porch.

“How do you manage to do so much? La escuela, taking care of your father, this house, the business, the other house… You’re doing too much, and I don’t think you see that.”

Antonia turned to face him. She considered his words for a moment, but it was pointless. Women had no choice but to stay. “I don’t have a choice—”

“There’s always a choice.”

Antonia swallowed. She’d had a choice. She could’ve escaped many years ago, but now it was too late.

“Not a word to Carmela or Papá. I don’t want to worry them with my clumsiness.”



Antonia twisted the key that opened the rust-covered padlock. She slid the stone-cold bolt and swung the chestnut door open, revealing a flickering dim light at the end of the arched hallway. Her house was arranged around a central courtyard, on it a marble fountain surrounded by a lush garden composed of tropical flowers, pink cone gingers, bromelias, gardenias, and anthuriums, alongside several species of orchids that welcomed guests as they strode inside. At the north end of the central wing, a wooden staircase led to a second floor consisting of bedrooms, a study, a library, and various empty drawing rooms. The house was bigger than her family needed, but Antonia didn’t mind the vastness of the space, especially after spending almost half of her life in a five-story mansion on the outskirts of the city.

The nutty smell of freshly brewed coffee permeated the air. She shut the door behind her and dropped her thick black coat and her crimson scarf on the green velvet sofa framing the parlor, not removing her eyes from the yellow flashing light. The warmth coming from the golden chandelier felt good against her now-exposed skin.

Antonia wasn’t certain what, or whom, she’d seen moments ago, and she wanted to believe that it had been the work of her imagination. Whatever it was, it had left her thoughts disarrayed.

It all started a little over a year prior to her mamá’s death. Antonia would wake up screaming, shrieking for help in the middle of the night, her room enclosed in darkness. Mamá, Papá, and Carmela would rush inside. Ricardo was always quick to let her know it was nothing more than night terrors. But her mamá hadn’t looked as convinced, at least not after the first few times. Antonia felt Estela knew there was more to it, but she was keeping her mouth shut. Antonia sensed it in the way her mamá watched her, how she’d open her mouth to console Antonia but would hold herself back.

But no matter what consolation Antonia got from her mamá, the dreams didn’t recede. The images were a recurring loop that played when she closed her eyes at night—the red gaze always there to greet her, to welcome her to her nightmare.

Antonia thought putting distance between her and the house would make it all go away. And it worked… until it didn’t. Then she began to believe she’d gotten rid of the nightmares while awake. That reality protected her from the thing that haunted her while asleep. And for a while, it could. For a while, it was as easy as being awake. But what if she couldn’t escape the nightmares anymore, for they had found a way to her even when her eyes were wide open?

After all, the memories of her past haunted her, and perhaps her current nightmares were no more than her body’s, her psyche’s, response to all the trauma, the grief, the loss, and how it caged her, how it tied her within its grip and didn’t let go.

Antonia needed it all to make sense. If only she could talk to her mamá one last time. Instead, all she had left of her were…

The journals.

The charred journals with ripped-out pages that Antonia took with her the night they rushed out of the house. At first, she’d refused to read them, only skimming through parts, never fully paying attention to the words. But she’d held on to them, for they were one of the few things that connected her to her mamá. Not until recently had she gathered enough courage to face the pain that pressed into her at seeing Estela’s words on a page, at the realization that these were the only things she had left from her.

Antonia thought about one of the pages she’d read over and over.


But as I write about this wondrous place, my home, my mind keeps drifting back to my querida Antonia. Mi Nona. She worries me the most…. Still, I wish I could put her emotions at ease, soothe her, console her.



What had worried her mamá? Antonia needed the rest of the pieces to put a picture together. Estela obviously sensed something wrong in Antonia, and the journal had been a gateway to her mamá’s mind. Perhaps there could be other journals or other belongings of Estela’s that Antonia could find answers in. If she could go back to the house, look to see if anything remained…

She forced the thought out of her mind and called out, “Carmela?”

The light no longer flickered.

“Nona, I’m here,” came a voice from the end of the hallway.

Antonia started to the kitchen, the sound of her leather boots against the red tile echoing in the hallway. While the idea of possibly retrieving what was left of her mamá was tempting, she couldn’t bear the thought of going back.

“You’re early,” Carmela, Antonia’s longtime housekeeper and her childhood tutor, said from behind the kitchen aisle. Her pinched expression was as familiar as the steel-gray hair parted severely in the center; her plaits, wound tightly around her head into a low bun, shone under the warm light. “Is everything all right?”

Antonia scoffed. Nothing ever escaped Carmela’s intuition, especially not when it came to Antonia. Carmela was like a second mother after all. Now even more so.

Antonia nodded. “Yes. Catechesis. I’ll tell you about it later.” Fridays were the days she came home the latest. Catechesis lasted four hours, but today she’d been able to get through only the first one.

Carmela placed a silver platter of fresh-baked goods in front of Antonia. On it were cheese and guava pastries, almojábanas loaded with queso fresco, and Antonia’s favorites: pan de bonos—tiny buns made with yucca flour and salty cheese.

“Eat up. Don’t think I didn’t notice that you went to work on an empty stomach this morning.”

Antonia was thankful for Carmela’s daily support, which nourished more than her body. Carmela had been with Antonia through thick and thin and knew her better than she knew herself. Carmela had started working for Antonia’s parents when they got married. She had raised and homeschooled Antonia after the nuns decided, for some mysterious reason, that being her mamá’s daughter made Antonia unworthy of a place in their institution. So Carmela taught Antonia everything she knew about life. She wouldn’t have survived without Carmela.

“Thank you,” Antonia said with a mouthful of fresh pastry in her mouth.

“Your father is getting ready for the opening.”

Antonia stopped chewing and swallowed the last piece of her almojábana whole. “Of course he is. I can’t believe I thought he’d forgotten about the party….”

The invite had arrived three weeks ago, and her papá had immediately decided to go. Antonia was taken aback by his sudden change of mind. Her papá had refused to step inside the house since the moment they left, refused to even think about it, so much so that Antonia had handled all the paperwork regarding the house’s rent and every single thing that came with it. So she struggled to understand why he was so determined to go back there after all these years, which was why Antonia was trying her hardest to change his mind. He’d come this far, she wouldn’t let grief consume him once again. She’d even asked his physician, who’d advised her papá to stay away from the house, to intervene. After all, the memories and the pain that lived in that house were overwhelming for him.

But her father had ignored his doctor and her concerns. It was decided; he was going back to that house.

Carmela’s expression faltered. “He’ll never forget,” she said. “We need to focus on getting you ready.”

Antonia reached across the mahogany table for the aluminum coffeepot and poured herself a cup. She took a sip; the hot liquid burned against her throat, awakening all her senses as she contemplated a return to her childhood home. She pulled out one of the wooden chairs at the kitchen table and sat.

In 1923, architect Ricardo Rubiano, Antonia’s papá, finished building a sixteen-thousand-square-foot, five-story belle-epoque-style mansion on the outskirts of Bogotá. The house had been a gift for Antonia’s mamá, a historian, a woman ahead of her time, who longed to live outside the big city in a fairy-tale, castle-esque-looking home. La Casona, as the locals called it, was unlike anything else the country had ever witnessed. Ostentatious, enormous, ambitious in its design, and built into the mountain itself, with 360-degree views of the Bogotá savanna, alongside a spectacular view of its natural neighbor, El Salto del Tequendama. The house offered a life away from the big city without giving up comfort and luxury. Large curtained windows, set in solid concrete walls, and burnt-red tiles on the roof. Natural hand-carved marble imported from Europe—from the Venus de Milo to more local deities such as Bachué and Bochica, the latter present in hand-painted murals, gilded carvings, and accents on the facade and the interiors.

La familia Rubiano became the envy of all. But a year after Antonia’s mamá passed, and ten years after they’d moved in, la familia Rubiano had rushed out of the house without any intention of ever coming back.

Antonia’s papá had given life to an isolated place, but that same place had taken life away from him. Away from his family.

“This is a bad idea.” Antonia shook her head and drifted to her own thoughts.

The memories of Estela were too painful for Ricardo to bear. They were agonizing for Antonia as well, but she’d managed to keep her emotions at bay for the sake of them both. She ought to if she wanted to keep the semblance of her family together.

So far, Antonia had managed to keep them away from their former home for three years. They hadn’t been there since Antonia had hauled her papá out in the middle of the night.

They’d been gone for good.

Or so Antonia thought.

Ricardo refused to let go of the five-story property and asked her not to sell it. Antonia assumed it was because that place had been built for her mamá, and even though he didn’t want to step back inside, keeping it in the family felt like the thing he needed to do in memory of his deceased wife. So, several months ago, they rented the house out instead. León Rivera, one of the richest men in the city and her papá’s best friend, became the new tenant of the house and, like that, it became a hotel.

But Antonia would’ve paid to forget about their time at the house; those memories her papá loved to reminisce about, she wished they would vanish. She couldn’t bear the pain of having someone only through flashbacks. She wanted her mamá to be with her. Antonia needed her, and when Antonia wanted to go to her, the realization that Estela existed only in her faint recollections of the past killed her a little every time.

Out of all the memories, the one of their first night at the house pained her the most. It had been the promise of something good, of something better.

Antonia, her mamá, and her papá sitting snug by the fireplace, wrapped up in woolen blankets, crisp breeze seeping inside through the balcony, the roar of the waterfall the backdrop of their new beginning. The smell of roscón dulce and burnt arequipe, emanating from the kitchen, wafted in the air, tempting Antonia’s nostrils and making her mouth water. Estela and Ricardo had been sipping on mulled wine from the cellar below, while Antonia kept her insides warm with hot chocolate con queso Carmela had made for her. Her papá had placed a big wooden box in front of her.

“This is for our Nona,” he’d said softly, followed with a smile. Antonia exchanged glances briefly with her mamá. They’d just celebrated Antonia’s thirteenth birthday right before moving out of Bogotá, and she wasn’t expecting any more gifts from her parents. So even though her eyelids were giving up on her, signaling that it had been a long day, she slid the top of the box to the side, the faint screech prickling at her ears. Inside were books, but not just any books, Antonia immediately recognized. It was a leatherbound box set, ornate with golden carvings that read Complete Brontë Collection.

Antonia’s heart skipped a beat, her chest filled with joy. “Papá…” Words evaded her—she’d devoured Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights, and Agnes Grey over and over. To have a collection to add to her personal library in such gorgeous editions with deckle edges was a dream come true.

“How did you get this?”

“I had it shipped all the way across the Atlantic. We supposed it would be a nice thing for you to have now that we’re here.”

Carmela walked across the room that night carrying a silver platter with all the baked goods. Exhaustion still prickled at Antonia, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep. Seven books. All of them for her. New stories to be discovered, alongside the story that was just beginning for them too.

They were hopeful for what was to come, but that same hope would be snatched away from them several years after that.

“He is going. With or without you. It is better if you go.” Carmela brought Antonia’s attention back to their conversation. “Nothing will happen if you keep an eye on him.”

“Dr. Ruíz told us to keep him away from that place. From all the memories. At least for the time being.”

For the time being. The time being that felt like an eternity to Antonia. As long as the house was standing, her papá wouldn’t get any better. And time waited for no one. Certainly not for Antonia.

Carmela nodded and stared at Antonia from the white marble counter. “It might be different this time,” Carmela said, a trace of hope enveloping her tone. “Who knows, perhaps being there, at least for a little while, with the place looking different… perhaps he might realize that there’s no one—nothing left to find there.”

It could be different this time. Antonia wasn’t a kid anymore; she wasn’t the credulous prey she’d been growing up. The house would become no more than a steady revenue stream, and nothing else. If she could wait six months to save up her part, she’d never have to see the house or Bogotá ever again, aside from visits back home to see her beloved papá and Carmela. And a tiny part of her, even though she wouldn’t admit it, wanted to go back. She wanted to see the house, to see if it was still standing while her world was crumbling, to see if it had changed below the hotel’s new look. She wanted to find a thread of their past lives there, see if her mamá’s scent still lingered in the air.

“It could serve us both, Nona,” her papá began the day they received the invitation. “See the house again. Be there again. Realize that even though it hurts to be back, we’ve grown and we’re better now. Perhaps closure is what we need. What you need, before you’re able to get over what happened.”

“Papá, no, I don’t…” She didn’t want to pick up the pieces that were left when they ran out. Perhaps the pieces weren’t even there to begin with, not anymore. “Look at you. If you were better, you’d be doing the thing you loved most after Mamá—architecture. People ask all the time, and I have to keep lying. I can’t tell the truth. I—” Antonia choked on her words. What else could she have possibly told him to convince him to drop the idea of visiting their former home?

“Aren’t you even a bit curious? It’s our house after all—”

“Yes, it’s our house, but it’s not a house anymore. It’s a hotel. And it’s no longer our home—” Antonia stopped herself from talking and kept her following thoughts to herself. Looking back, she wasn’t sure the house was ever home to them.

Steps echoed through the halls, forcing Antonia out of her own head. She turned around in her seat to find her papá, his deep brown eyes a mirror of hers.

Antonia smiled. “Papá—you look incredible.” And Ricardo did look good. As he stood, he appeared just like the man he’d been before his wife passed. Aside from the age marks, there was no trace of the person Antonia would see when she stared at him: a stranger, the shadow of who he once was. Right before her eyes, he had aged at least a few months each day, and even though he still looked old, now she could see the young and lively man within him, and it gave her hope.

Things could be different this time.

His usual pale olive skin took on a vibrant rosy hue under the warm light emanating from above. His black tuxedo brought something out of him, a pride and confidence that Antonia had for a long time been wishing to see resurface. His chestnut hair was slathered in hair wax, neatly pushed back.

She could feel her insides filling with a mix of hope and dread. She’d sacrifice by going back to the house if it meant seeing her papá this alive again. After all, it would only be for a few hours. It couldn’t hurt, could it?

“Your mother must be really happy tonight.”

His words made Antonia’s skin feel slimy, and the hints of hope she’d found when she saw him vanished. He thinks he’s going to find her there.

“No. She died there. Over four years ago. That place killed her—” Antonia didn’t mean it literally. Houses don’t kill people, people kill people. But it was Estela’s fixation with that place that had pulled her down into the abyss like quicksand. Into an insidious and inescapable trap…

Antonia shook the thoughts from her mind and, with a deep breath, decided to approach Ricardo with a sense of calm rather than the sharp edge of confrontation. She was drained from the day at the escuela. Going back to her childhood home, if she was to return tonight, was a challenge that demanded every ounce of her remaining energy.

Tension warped around them and briefly kept them knee-deep in silence. The faucet dripped into the sink, the sound of each drop reverberating around the kitchen like a cymbal, yet no one moved, drank, or said another word.

Ricardo was the one to speak first. “Your mother was sick. She had the kind of illness that takes hold from within, the kind that is often overlooked by physicians. She gave up and—”

The words felt like a dozen bricks tumbling down on Antonia, and she couldn’t get from underneath their weight. She’d heard that explanation before, and she’d forced herself to come to terms with it. But she still had days when she wondered how he could be so certain.

After all, Antonia hadn’t asked more questions. Ricardo had told her that Estela had been acting strange that day, which Antonia had failed to notice, and that inevitably made her feel guilty. Next, Estela’s body was flailing in the air. She was gone. Dead. Was there something Antonia could’ve done to prevent it? Could she have seen it coming? Could it be that Ricardo had been so sure because he was going through a similar illness too?

“Papá…” Antonia fought her tendency to talk back. She felt hollow. Two-dimensional. Useless. There was nothing she could do to help him.

“Nona, I know what you’re going to say,” he began. “Everything will be fine. It’s just one small party. It is important for León—he’s never given up on me, he’s my friend, your uncle almost, and I want us to be there.”

León had tried to help Ricardo out of the sadness that consumed him. Sometimes León would pick him up and leave with him for the day. Other days, when León couldn’t convince him, León would stay at home with him giving him some company. While Antonia appreciated León’s efforts, she still wished she could stay home.
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