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      “Some things you cannot fix, Althea.”

      Her last words resonated in my head. I couldn’t believe Claire was gone. Did I say head? I should have said heart. Her last words to me, right before she slammed the door in my face, still reverberated in my heart.

      Fifteen years. It happened fifteen years ago. Just let it go, Althea. I tried to talk myself into some mental peace while the airplane was getting ready to land. But what were those things? If Claire said I couldn’t fix them, then she believed them to be broken.

      “Please, place your seat upright, miss.”

      The stewardess appeared out of nowhere, removing me from my conjectures. I obeyed like a robot, not quite in my body yet. I even smiled at her as if I was looking for her approval. This entire experience felt surreal.

      I was going to my best friend’s funeral. A best friend I hadn’t seen in fifteen years because she had kicked me out of her house. That’s why this situation felt like it was happening to someone else. That and the fact I could bump into my mother. Oh, the joy of returning to my hometown.

      “There…” The flight attendant carried on as I continued to deal with a brain split into two different sections that refused to work together: the past and the present. The young woman had the whitest of smiles, and she flashed it at me while repositioning the back of my seat. “Now you’re ready for a safe landing,” she assured me before moving on to the next disheveled passenger.

      I clenched my hands together in apprehension as I recognized the white lie in the flight attendant’s statement. The woman had no idea what she was talking about. No safe landing was possible knowing that Claire had committed suicide.
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        * * *

      

      I retrieved my suitcase with an odd sensation crawling over my body. I shook it off by focusing on finding my way to the car rental office. Where was that damned office… two decades ago?

      I tried to remember, but the only time I had set foot in the airport close to my hometown of Ashwell was probably when I was a kid and my grandmother was still alive. I decided to walk up to a random stranger and ask. A woman in her mid-fifties was trying to retrieve something from her gigantic purse without having to empty its contents onto the floor.

      “Excuse me, do you―”

      “Althea Gardner?”

      A male voice behind me put an abrupt end to my half-formed question. It stopped me cold. It felt like a sudden snowstorm had fallen upon me while I was still inside the airport. I was not prepared to hear my own name. Not just yet.

      With the exception of Beatrix Appleton, Claire’s mother, nobody was expecting me. Who could this be? I had considered the airport to be a safe place. After all, it was in a city next to Ashwell, which was too small to have its own airport. No one was supposed to know me here.

      I turned around slowly, fearful of who I might find standing behind me.

      My findings were a bit of a head-scratcher. He had a deceptive voice, that was for sure; it was much too deep for him. He was a man not that much older than me, thirty-five years old at best. He had black hair and incredibly dark eyes rimmed by long, thick lashes. “Cow eyes,” my mother would have said. They were profound in an unsettling way. The man had a rugged beard and his entire appearance was a mess. He looked like someone who hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in days. Actually, he looked like he had tried to get some sleep while using the same mud-covered overalls for days on end.

      I’m sure it only lasted a few seconds, but his stare seemed to linger on me more than was necessary. Maybe it was the intensity of his entire posture. I could even distinguish a vein popping on his neck as if he was trying with all his might not to let the rage of the world run wild through him.

      Of course, he was also waiting for me to answer, so that might have had something to do with the heaviness of the situation.

      “And… who might you be?”

      “Are you or are you not Althea Gardner? I’m Tom.”

      He stretched out his hand, which I stupidly interpreted as if he was trying to shake mine. I released my handbag and mirrored him, only to find myself shaking hands with the empty air in front of me, because Tom bypassed my hand and grabbed the luggage I had let go.

      “Mrs. Beatrix Appleton sent me.”

      “What-What are you doing…?” I was able to mumble before he turned on his heels and walked away with my bag, which forced me to follow him whether I wanted to or not.

      I was only able to catch up with Tom when he stopped by his truck to dump my suitcase in it. I think I would have been able to match the car to its owner without any help. The truck was the vehicle version of its driver―rough around the edges and covered in mud blots. I was able to distinguish some gardening tools, shovels, and a toolbox at the back of his truck, where he tossed my bag. This was a man who worked with his hands, no question about it.

      “Hey, hold on a minute. Stop right there! Claiming Beatrix Appleton sent you is not enough, you lunatic! You haven’t even confirmed I am who you think I am.”

      “Mrs. Appleton sent me so you don’t have to rent a car, as a thank you for coming over to… the service.” Tom swallowed hard, suddenly seeming to realize he had a rock entangled in his vocal cords. “Everyone knows who you are. You’re ‘Ashwell’s Golden Girl’. I only asked to be polite.” He climbed inside the truck and slammed the door before I could articulate the answer that was already forming in my head.

      Well, I don’t want to know you when you’re not being polite.

      He started the truck while I was still standing right next to it, uncertain of how to react to this absurd kidnapping. I really didn’t want to be left stranded there. I tossed my other suitcase in the back of the truck as fast as I could as he had stolen the smallest piece of my luggage, and then hurried to the front.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean by ‘Ashwell’s Golden Girl’?” I asked after twenty minutes of an excruciatingly silent road trip. He not only had cow eyes, he also had the verbal ability of one.

      “The award. Everyone says you’re the first woman to receive one.”

      “Right. Well, it’s a nomination; I haven’t actually won anything. The ceremony hasn’t been held yet. I’m positive I’m not the first one. However, it is true, being a woman and receiving a nomination for best film director is not exactly easy to achieve. Thank you.”

      “I wasn’t congratulating you,” Tom stated. “I was just telling you how I know who you are.”

      So, not only his appearance was rough. Shocker. After such a display of courtesy, the rest of the trip was wrapped in a sticky blanket of silence. It was a tense calm that embraced us with its heavy presence, because neither of us caved in and said a word about the real reason for my return to Ashwell.

      Thirty minutes later, we entered the town. I opened the window and took a deep breath. The damp air, heavy with the anticipation of a rain that never came down, was my most vivid memory after fifteen years of absence. And it was still there to greet me upon my less-than-graceful return. Fresh and humid air filled my lungs, trying to scare away with its looming presence all the sun and dried heat I had smuggled inside me from California.

      Tom no-last-name took a few turns, and suddenly I found myself on a street I knew all too well. Some blocks rolled past and the pressure in my chest grew to the point of becoming unbearable.

      “Stop. Please, stop,” I heard myself pleading with him before I could let my brain process my words.

      Tom pulled over, and I stared at the house where I had lived with my alcoholic mother during my teenage years. The house that I had run away from. Not a home, just a house. I gripped the old metal door handle of the truck with anxiety. Its coldness made me think twice before getting out of the vehicle.

      I had no plan. What was I supposed to do? Knock on her door after fifteen years and say what? Hello, Mother. How are you doing? Or should I ask how many bottles have you emptied before noon today? How is the cirrhosis coming along? Need a new kidney yet? That was cold. Even for me. I stopped myself before I fell down that familiar and obscure rabbit hole. I knew exactly where it ended up: spitting me out after chewing me to the bone.

      It was official. All the warmth inside me had died the moment I stepped back into my past.

      “I can wait here if you want to go in and say hello,” Tom offered, showing for the first time a true sign of courtesy.

      “I-I am not sure what I want to do… yet.”

      “She gave it up, you know? Four or five years ago, when you won that film festival stuff,” Tom persisted. “June kept walking around town telling everyone she had stopped drinking because she wanted to make her girl proud.”

      “The house doesn’t look too good. It’s falling apart.”

      “It could use a fresh coat of paint, for sure.” I felt Tom leaning towards me and studying the house over my shoulder. “But it’s not so bad, you know, considering…”

      “Considering what?” I could feel what was coming, and I knew I wasn’t going to like it. I had butted heads before with people who believed they could tell me how to deal with my mother.

      “Considering she works at a flower shop that mostly caters to funeral homes. She is a recovering alcoholic in her fifties. How many job opportunities do you think she has?”

      I felt the reproach in his voice, so I turned abruptly and faced him.

      “So I’m supposed to be responsible for her lack of financial stability because she’s an alcoholic? It’s not my fault she decided to drink her life away. It’s not my fault she chose to believe that the end of a bottle was far more interesting than developing a relationship with her only daughter.”

      Tom recoiled immediately. He went back to staring at the damp street ahead of us.

      “I’m not saying that.” He lifted his hands, giving up on a fight he must have known he couldn’t win. “Your relationship with your mother is none of my business. I just wanted to give you peace of mind… in case you needed it.” He ran his tongue over his teeth, trying to find the words that would guarantee him a softer backlash that the one he had just experienced. “All I wanted you to know is that I’ve been inside the house a couple of times to fix some things―you know, electrical stuff, nothing major―and it looks okay.”

      I lowered my eyes and stared at my right hand, still clamped to the door’s handle. It was hot and wet with my own perspiration.

      “Was it clean? I mean, was it… Did you see any…” I cleared my throat. “Was it clean?” I tried to form an intelligible question without saying the real one beating inside my chest.

      “I didn’t see any bottles lying around. It seemed she was keeping her act together,” he answered, appearing to understand my doubts more than I could manage to phrase them. “The garden looks nice,” he pointed out, turning his head again to take a look at it and diverting my attention at the same time. “I’m sure Alicia taught her a thing or two.”

      “Alicia?”

      “Her boss. Alicia is the owner of Winter’s Blooms.”

      I studied the garden with more attention. Tom was right. The lawn had been mowed and there were some nice-looking plants and pots. Nothing in bloom, of course, as it was January and winter would not allow it, but it was okay. It was excellent, compared to my recollections of the place. As I was appreciating the garden I never had, the front door opened, and I recognized her silhouette through the screen door. She stopped there and watched me.

      I could not encourage any sort of movement in my body even if I wanted it. We were separated by a door, a street, a sidewalk, another door, and fifteen years of silence woven with the strands created by a story of alcoholism and neglect.

      “I’m not ready yet.”

      My body still faced the door when Tom turned the ignition key and drove us away from the silhouette of my mother haunting me through that screen door.
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      The truck stopped in front of the steps leading up to Appleton Manor. I hadn’t seen the house in over a decade, but at least this part looked just as I remembered it. Back when we were in high school, Claire told me her mother inherited the property nestled at the top of the hill. The estate had belonged to the Appleton family for three centuries.

      “It is our duty to care for it. That’s what my mother says, anyway. I don’t care much for it, but I understand that the history of her ancestors covers these walls and I respect that.”

      Claire’s words came flooding back to me. I had not yet recovered from the shock of seeing my mother for the first time in years, so the memory of Claire and the respect she always professed for her family felt like a kick in the stomach. I could say it came out of nowhere, but that was not true. I had always admired the pride she expressed for the blood running through her veins. Many times, over those years, I had wished I could be an Appleton.

      “You want to get out here? Or do you want to enter through the back?” Tom fished me out of my somewhat diluted memories.

      “Through the back? Why would I enter through the back?”

      “That’s where I park my truck. I was just saying, you know, in case you don’t want to climb up the hill with your luggage.”

      Clearly, he didn’t believe the courtesy Beatrix Appleton instructed him to extend to me included helping me up to the manor with my luggage.

      “You park in Mrs. Appleton’s driveway?”

      “Yeah, I work here. I do the gardening. The craziest job I’ve ever had, but it pays. So, in or out?”

      “Out?” Hesitation was evident in my voice, but I couldn’t afford to linger in doubt.

      Two minutes later, I found myself ready to scale the first step of an incredibly steep climb that had no less than a hundred of them. With two suitcases and my purse to drag along with me, I knew I was in for a cardio session. But I needed to be alone. I needed the headspace to process what I had already experienced. Most importantly, the climb felt like a tridimensional metaphor of the situation upon which I was about to embark. It felt impossible, yet I was doing it anyway.

      I was about to be part of a funeral for someone who left us way too soon. I needed to get on with it. Stalling would not change the fact that Claire was gone. It was time to face the idea that she didn’t want to be a part of this world anymore. And I wished I knew why.

      I strapped on my handbag, grabbed my suitcases and climbed the first steps. I was grateful for the perennially clouded skies of Ashwell trying to touch the ground in the form of a thin mist. Climbing Appleton Hill would have been excruciating in any other type of weather.

      But my gratitude would not be eternal. Halfway up the hill, I had to take a break. I was an exhausted mess.

      “There are not enough barre workouts in this world to prepare me for this kind of exercise.”

      I wiped beads of sweat from my clammy forehead. While I tried to reset my breathing, I looked around to take it all in. I didn’t remember the hill being so prominent. Now I understood how this hill became “Appleton Hill.” It truly dominated Ashwell’s landscape. From where I was standing, it was possible to see most of the town. In fact, that’s how Ashwell came to be.

      From what I was told by Claire and her mother, the Appleton family had a long ancestry. They had established themselves at the top of this hill, the only one in an otherwise flat piece of land, over three centuries ago. This meant they needed people to care for their estate. And that’s how the town formed around it, creating a halo of tiny houses where the workers planted roots and formed families. This eventually led to churches, schools, stores. Once work, commerce, education, and spiritual life were established as the foundation of this up-and-coming community, there was nothing left to do but grow.

      In front of me, the house was barely looming over the hill. What was visible of the flagstone steps looked worn-out. Beneath my feet, it was possible to appreciate―under the vines and weeds growing without control―some depressions on them, as if everyone who had climbed up or down the hill had stepped on the same spot over and over.

      I picked up my bags again, ready to reach the top of the hill. I climbed the next step, but something held me back, breaking my momentum. I turned to look and found some ivy had caught in the wheels and handles of my luggage.

      “I know Tom said he worked here doing landscape”―I yanked the creepers away to set my suitcases free―“but he must not be very good. This is ridiculous,” I concluded once I was able to get going.

      The higher I climbed, the more abundant and unruly the foliage appeared. If anything, it looked like someone had not been taking care of the premises. And it only got worse the more I studied the landscape. The trees were impossibly high, and the bushes were out of control. By the time I reached the final steps, the grass was knee-high.

      I dropped my suitcases to catch my breath and get myself together before ringing the doorbell. I looked up at the manor and more memories came back to me. It was impossible to stop them.

      I’m here because of those memories, I reminded myself. Hello, house. At last, we meet again.

      The house was a full-on mansion, but its size had been reduced to cater to modern needs and the impossibility of caring for it properly by a family that was constantly shrinking in number. Claire had told me that some of the original rooms had to be demolished because her family didn’t have enough money to sustain the entire estate. I had the faint recollection the Appletons lived by renting the land at the back of the hill, but by no means were they wealthy anymore. Therefore, the inevitable neglect eventually led to making some harsh decisions about the property.

      Yeah, I know a thing or two about cutting your losses.

      Overall, the manor looked okay from where I was standing. A new coat of paint was definitely in order, and by the crooked wink a few shutters gave me, some hinges needed to be replaced. The cracks on the walls had certainly multiplied over time, but I was sure the climbing plants in their constant effort to swallow the house were not helping. Scary, yes. Condemned… not yet.

      I gave a wobbly step forward and rang the bell. The sound of the door unlocking happened faster than I anticipated, and I felt my heart fill with anxiety. Then, the door slowly opened, and I recognized the older version of the woman who had taken my mother’s place when she was drowning in liquid demons.

      Beatrix Appleton.

      Her hair was still blonde and delicate, perhaps now a bit dustier than I remembered, but it was arranged in a nice bun. The pale blue eyes had more wrinkles around them, yet they remained as translucent as ever. A sharp nose and a smiling mouth with almost invisible lips completed the face I had come to know and appreciate. And the wheelchair. The wheelchair that had doomed her to this hill was still there. The wheelchair that had prevented Claire from following her dreams.

      “Althea. I am so glad you decided to come.”

      “How could I not?” After I stepped inside, I leaned over and we embraced. “I’m so sorry.”

      I don’t know if it was the memories, the act of returning to a place I never once considered coming back to, or the fact that Beatrix Appleton still wore the same perfume, but all of that made Claire’s absence even more palpable. Until that moment, it had been nothing but a concept. But that concept was shattered by the reality of hugging the frail body of someone who I had once considered a mother, and the impossibility of hugging the vibrant body of a person I had treated like a sister.

      I had to get myself in check to stop crying; I didn’t want to burden Beatrix Appleton with my grief. She already had enough with her own. We broke apart, and I saw her wiping some tears away as I was doing the same.

      “Well, sometimes, if you’re not happy… it is best to leave,” she said while holding my hands in her bony ones. She changed the subject, leading the way to the main staircase. “Come on, let’s get you settled first.”

      While Beatrix Appleton used her electric chair to carry her to the next floor, I followed close behind. At the top of the stairs, another wheelchair waited for her. She struggled to swap chairs, and I mentally kicked myself for not being quick enough to aid her.

      “My bedroom is downstairs if you need me. The bathroom is down this same corridor, the last door.”

      “Thank you. I hope I’m not intruding; it’s for just tonight, so―”

      “Nonsense. I want you to feel welcome, Althea. You have no idea how much I appreciate you being here.” Beatrix gave me the warmest of smiles.

      “Well, it means a lot that you remember me and took the time to contact me. Thank you for holding up the funeral.”

      “You were like a daughter to me, Althea. I’m very proud of what you’ve accomplished. I am certain that Claire would’ve wanted you here.” A tear formed at the edge of her left eye, and it didn’t take long for it to spill over the cheekbone, where she quickly wiped it away.

      I nodded in silence, hoping that her words were right. The sour truth was that the last time Claire and I had seen each other was fifteen years ago. She refused to let me into her home when I came to pick her up two weeks after our graduation, and simultaneously, she kicked me out of her life.

      “You should get settled. We’ll have lunch in the dining room in an hour.”

      “And… when is it?” I couldn’t even finish my question without getting a lump in my throat.

      “Tomorrow. 10:00 AM. I’ll see you downstairs.” Beatrix gave me the dry facts with a sharp tone as she turned away and headed toward the stairs.

      I grabbed my luggage to enter my new room when I realized maybe I needed to do something else first.

      “Mrs. Appleton, do you need help? Do you want me to help you downstairs?” I yelled across the hallway.

      “No, no. I’m fine. I’ve been doing this for years, dear.”

      As I watched her disappear down the corridor, the heaviness of her solitude hit me. Suddenly, the thought of that frail woman alone in this house became frightening. Beatrix Appleton was already a widow when Claire and I became friends. She had no other children aside from Claire, and now that she was gone, Beatrix’s future had become bleaker than ever.

      “What the hell were you thinking, Claire?” I asked under my breath before crossing the doorway.
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        * * *

      

      The dining room looked exactly as I remembered it. A long, majestic table and twelve chairs, all with intricate carvings. The dining set was magnificent, but it was evident the wood hadn’t received proper treatment in a while. The table was set for two, with Beatrix sitting at one end of it. She was already waiting for me to take the place to her right. The dishes and silverware had fallen into the same category as everything else in the manor―historic and tragically unkept. A pair of tarnished silver candlesticks completed the table setup.

      Everything remained where I remembered it to be. The same vases and statuettes decorated the same small tables against the walls, the same carpets and oil paintings. Even the wood in the fireplace looked like it hadn’t been used in fifteen years, judging by the coat of dust on it. I guessed that was the one thing new around there. The grime.

      To Mrs. Appleton’s left, and right in front of me―once I took my place―was a fantastic view of the hill. Large windows occupied the entire wall and gave way to the gardens. Heavy curtains, in what I guessed had been a shade of pink, flanked each window.

      Unlike the front gardens of other houses in Ashwell―and matching what I encountered when I climbed the hill―this green area was not so dead. Somehow, the life missing from the house was very much present in the foliage surrounding it. The winter had not managed to subdue Appleton Hill’s stubborn nature. Yes, it was possible to spot the occasional leaf in a timid shade of brown, but the vast majority of the garden was deep green. For a moment, I felt the pulse of an ongoing fight between the life spilling out of the trees, bushes, and plants on the other side of the glass, and the death huddled up on this side, where Appleton Manor tried to hold its footing.

      “This is such a magnificent piece of land,” I stated to break the uncomfortable silence. Even though it looked wilder than in my teenage years, I found the hill fascinating. The impossibility of differentiating one plant from another, even if your eyes were able to look beyond the first line of knee-high grass, had me enthralled.

      “Yes, indeed it is.” Beatrix unfolded a napkin and placed it on her lap. “It is such a shame it will no longer be my home.” The initial pride in her voice faded away and was replaced by sadness.

      “I had no idea. Are you selling?”

      “Yes, we are,” she answered, and gave a sigh of unhappiness. “The only Appletons still alive are my sister Rose and myself. We are nothing but a pair of old broads now. And look at me, I can’t do anything. I need help to take care of the manor. It’s the right move.”

      I offered to serve the lasagna―already on the table when I set foot in the dining room―to let Mrs. Appleton continue with her explanation. I had to admit, as logical as she sounded, it was shocking to hear it. I couldn’t imagine other people living on the hill.

      “Although it breaks my heart to say it, it is the best financial decision to”―Beatrix gestured toward the large windows―“sell this marvelous piece of land. Let someone else make this their home. Rose and I will take the money and find a new place. We’ve always had people who climbed the hill just to tell us they would buy this place for any amount we established, so finding an offer will not be difficult. It is the right move,” she repeated, as though trying to convince herself.

      I had served both our plates, and I was settling down to eat my lunch when she grabbed my hand with a sort of desperate strength. It took me so completely by surprise, I almost dropped my fork.

      “Would you mind greatly if we say grace? I don’t know what your beliefs are, my dear Althea, but I feel like…” she struggled, as if trying to find the right words. “In these dark times… I need to renew my faith every single step of the way, so I don’t fall apart.”

      I could have sworn her eyes grew brighter for a brief moment, the blue of her irises turning sharper, if it is possible for a color to have an edge. However, something told me saying no wasn’t really an option, and her question was not truly one. I felt I had unwillingly stepped into a chess match. Beatrix had chosen first. I was black; therefore, she had awarded herself the first move.

      This is a woman in her 60s. She is in a wheelchair and she just lost her only child. Stop creating ghosts where there are none, I reprimanded myself.

      “Of course, whatever you need,” I agreed, placing my hand over hers. I smiled and bowed my head.

      “Blessed be the force that runs through our veins and keeps us alive.” Her voice formed words that floated around us with an ominous presence. “Blessed be the force that brought this child… this beloved child of mine, Althea, back to my doorstep. Although we might not understand or even agree with the unfortunate reasons that created this opportunity, I know that there is a plan for all of us. Claire… wherever you are, my dear daughter, know that I miss you and I wish things had unfolded differently. I know my future looks dreary, but I believe...” She clenched my hands even tighter, to the point where a line of sweat formed between our palms. “I believe we do not choose the path, but the path chooses us. It is our duty to face it bravely and with grace.”
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      That was certainly miles away from the way I witnessed my mother blessing the table when she had some days out of her drunken fog. To be honest, I wasn’t quite sure if I should even say Amen when it ended. I smiled awkwardly, released my hands from her clutch and refocused on my plate.

      Yet, who was I to question what were the right words to say for a mother whose daughter has committed suicide? I was only there to give her what she needed. I was there to show my gratitude for all the years she took me under her wing without hesitation. And I was there to find some answers too, so I could get my own closure. I swallowed my first bite of lasagna, along with all my troubling thoughts.

      “Any good?” Mrs. Appleton asked with a smile when she saw my look of satisfaction. “Marguerite’s cooking is fabulous, I know. I told her to only use red meat. I don’t know about you, but Claire and I never liked chicken.”

      “I like chicken better than red meat.” I tried to stay on topic, but something did not add up in Mrs. Appleton’s story. “I thought you cooked this, Mrs. Appleton. This tastes exactly like the one you cooked when I was a teenager.”

      “Yes, well...” She took her eyes off me for the first time and focused on her plate. “I taught Marguerite how to make my sauce years ago, when she started working for me. She copied it perfectly, don’t you think? That’s how good a cook she is. She has been nothing but a gift from above.”

      “I’m looking forward to meeting her.” I took a sip from my glass of wine, thankful that the conversation had moved on from that peculiar prayer Beatrix had uttered.

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. Marguerite no longer works here.” Beatrix took a bite of food and I patiently waited for the rest of the explanation I knew was coming. “Her daughter is pregnant. She had some blood pressure issues, and she is in the middle of her second trimester, so the doctor advised bed rest for what is left of the pregnancy. Marguerite has to care for her daughter now.”

      I expressed my sympathies for Marguerite and her daughter while I chewed on my newfound doubts. How could Marguerite cook the lasagna if she was not working at Appleton Hill anymore? I didn’t wish to intrude, but I could not justify my silence. Maybe Beatrix Appleton needed help and I could provide it.

      “I hope you don’t think I’m being rude, Mrs. Appleton, but how do you manage? Are you here all alone? Do you need me to help you find someone new?”

      “No, no.” She waved her hand and dismissed my concerns. “Don’t worry about that. My sister Rose is arriving today to attend Claire’s funeral. She will help me, and we will start to pack up my life here. Before Marguerite’s departure, a week ago, she left a mountain of cooked meals and most of them are in the fridge. All I have to do is heat them up. Being alone is not a problem.”

      Beatrix swallowed hard. That exact sad sensation had crawled up my throat when my friend’s name came up in the same sentence as the word “funeral.” Until that moment, we had held a conversation that pretended to be blissfully unaware of the true reason behind our meal. Beatrix took a deep breath, as though gathering strength from an inner well that was almost drained.

      “You don’t need to worry about me, my dear. I am well cared for.”

      We ate in silence for a few minutes while the fog outside turned thicker to the point where it seemed the windows not only had curtains on the inside but also on the outside, as a shifting white wall kept pressing against the glass panels. I saw the top of the trees moving, which I found peculiar, as mist and wind do not usually go together. Maybe some birds had disturbed them.

      “How about that movie career of yours?” Beatrix forced my imagination to sit back at the table along with my body.

      I smiled awkwardly, like I did every time someone mentioned my career as if I was doing something glamorous. I wish people knew it really wasn’t. It was merely work, like any other, and certainly not more important than that of a doctor or a teacher.

      “Oh, now, don’t be shy. You know you are ‘Ashwell’s Golden Girl.’ A nomination for a female director after how long? There is nothing to be shy about. June is so proud of you. Have you talked to her?”

      The conversation had taken a sudden left turn. I drank my wine, trying to subdue the nervousness the mention of my mother’s name always provoked in me.

      “Claire told me your mother’s boss allowed her to hang a little frame at the flower shop with the front page of The Ashwell Chronicle’s article about you. She is so proud,” she repeated.

      “It’s only a nomination. It doesn’t mean I’m going to win,” I answered. And I wish everyone would stop treating me as if I already had, I thought to myself.

      “Nonsense. I know the editor of the newspaper, Edmond. As soon as he heard the news, he changed the layout so you would be on the front page, even though he lost money having the entire thing reprinted.” Beatrix reached out and grabbed my hand yet again. “That’s how proud we are of you, my child. You are a breath of new life for this old town.”

      I thought the worst part was over, but her next statement put salt on a wound I had licked for years, and that I was now trying to close.

      “You know? When we found out there was a chance that you might be nominated, I decided to get up early to watch the announcements. That morning, when I made my way to the TV room, I found Claire there as well, waiting. When your name came out, she burst into tears. Tears of pride, of course.”

      I smiled once again in awkward silence while I wondered if that was the actual reason behind Claire’s tears. Something told me the real cause was past regrets more than anything else.

      Beatrix released me and went back to the last bites of her meal.

      “Now, tell me. Do you know what you’ll be wearing? You should wear red. It’s a great color for your complexion.”
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      “There.”

      I took a step back and observed the open door of the closet where I had placed the wire hanger. The dress dangled limp, black, devoid of any personality, and in the end, utterly lifeless. Claire would have hated it.

      “Which suits the situation just fine,” I said out loud to the decaying bedroom where I was standing. I had taken out of my suitcase the black dress I was going to wear for the funeral, and that was all the unpacking I needed to do.

      I sat on the bed with my hands on my lap. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much else to do at that point but wait. Wait for the funeral the next morning and then wait for the moment when I could run far away again. Whether I wanted it or not, Claire’s suicide also signified the end of this chapter in my life. Perhaps a chapter that had remained open for far too long, mostly due to my own cowardice.

      I looked around me. I had been assigned to one of the guest rooms, of course. It had a regal canopy bed with an old cover that, back in the day, had been red. I knew it well. Although this one was ragged and discolored, I recognize it immediately from all the sleepovers with Claire. It seemed all the beds in the manor had them.

      Other than that, the room had two night-tables, each with a lamp on it and lampshades as spoiled as the bedding. A large multi-paned window was opposite the door, letting some gray light languish about the place. The same curtains I had appreciated downstairs were also up here. This time, they had an added bonus of some cobwebs at the top. In front of the bed there was a large closet, the one with the open door where my dress hung.

      A few minutes before, when I had climbed up to the room, the floorboards reminded me that they never stopped whining as you walked on them, except for the times you encountered carpet. In that case, a tiny cloud of dust was raised out of every brush against the rug. Although the furniture was made with sturdy oak wood, everything had deteriorated due to lack of care.

      I lifted my gaze to the high ceilings. Chipped paint and a few specks of mold clung to the ceiling above me. Judging by the entire appearance of the manor, it was evident the financial state of the Appleton family was far worse than I had initially thought. The house had never looked so run-down before. I mean, it had its moments, when the estate looked like it needed some repairs and maybe a new coat of paint or polishing the floors. I remembered more than a few occasions when Claire explained to me we couldn’t go to her home after school because they were doing some renovations. And those were noticeable too when I was invited back in. The place looked brand-new, like we had stepped back into the times of splendor of the hill.

      The stagnant air in the room was getting to me. I felt I had been breathing in the rotten dust piling up in there for far too long. I walked up to the window and opened it. I inhaled deeply, trying to capture as much freshness as possible.

      I shuffled back to the bed and fished my cell phone out of my bag. I had not been able to get good reception since I arrived at the hill, and I needed to stay in touch with my team. Disappearing two weeks into pre-production was not a good idea.

      Yet my luck was no better in the bedroom. I could not catch a hint of a mobile signal if my life depended on it. I even held the phone out of the window while the sticky fog wrapped itself around my arm.

      Maybe I can use the landline later, I considered. Mrs. Appleton said she was going to make some phone calls to finish up the details on Claire’s funeral, so there must be some form of communication with the outer world in this house. I am not trapped here. I need to stop being so dramatic.

      In a strange way, I did feel isolated, as if I had been cast away to the tower.

      “I need to get out of here,” I told myself.

      With Mrs. Appleton occupied with her daughter’s funeral, I was left to my own devices, so an idea crossed my mind. During the last year of high school, when I managed to snatch a half-tuition scholarship for NYU and decided to drown myself in student loans to be able to afford the other half―rather than drowning myself in Ashwell―Claire and I created a plan to get out of this excruciating small town.

      She always had a deep love for fashion and an innate ability to make something out of nothing when it came to clothes. Where I saw an old jacket, she saw a vintage piece of clothing that would allow her to show her personality. Neither of us had a lot of money so vintage sounded better than old.

      It had been decided. We crafted a secret plan. I had my savings from working at the movie theater, and she had some money her father left her without Beatrix Appleton knowing it. There was nothing else to say. As soon as we could get our diplomas, we would go to New York and latch on to the first job we could find. I would go to school and Claire would focus on becoming a fashion designer.

      “Or wardrobe designer. Maybe both,” I quoted my friend’s words with a dry smile on my face.

      Retracing the endless conversations we had night after night, dreaming our future away, made me realize how fresh the breadcrumbs still were. It was so unexpected and heartbreaking to get to the day when I tossed all my belongings in the back of my rackety car and drove away from my home to the hill… When Claire opened the door, she said she would not be coming with me. Her face was paler than ever and, most importantly, there were no suitcases next to her.

      “I can’t go with you, Althea. I’m sorry. Have a nice trip,” Claire said without even being able to look me in the eye. What could have happened that made her feel sad and ashamed at the same time?

      After I questioned her non-stop on why she wasn’t coming with me, she finally blurted it all out.

      “My mother has been diagnosed with the same condition my father had. It’s quickly taking a toll on her; she’s in a wheelchair now. I’m staying. I have to stay.”

      To this day I could not understand how that happened. Yes, Claire had told me her father died of some strange, debilitating disease. Something related to his blood. Perhaps some form of leukemia? Although I never met her father, it felt peculiar to me how quickly this condition had developed in Mrs. Appleton. And if both parents had it, shouldn’t Claire get tested for it? She was their only child.

      After all these years, finding out that Beatrix Appleton had survived her daughter set off those alarms again. I had come all the way to Appleton Hill to get closure. And to find the answers I never received. I got to my feet and pocketed my cell phone. I knew Claire’s bedroom was on the west wing of the manor, which was where I was staying, so it couldn’t be that far away from me.

      I traveled the corridors in a haze of memories that transformed my mind into a pendulum, swinging from happiness to sadness without anticipation. The antique wall lamps created a suffocating environment for my improvised trip, as the majority did not work. The ones that did produced more shadows than light.

      The electrical installation must be a mess. I remembered my studio gaffer and his endless love affair with wires. Mark would be thrilled to give it a look.

      I stretched out my arm to the left and ran my fingers along the wall, caressing it. There was a weak warmth coming out.

      “Some impressive heating system,” I said out loud, almost talking to the house. “The bills on this place must be monstrous.” I wiped my hand on my jeans. “As is the stickiness of the dirt on these walls.”

      It took me more than a few wrong turns and opening some doors that led to rooms I had never seen before, to reach Claire’s bedroom. Or at least the one I remembered as such. I hoped it wouldn’t be locked.

      The doorknob, fortunately, turned. I stretched my hand into the darkness, searching for the light switch, and flipped it. The light was so dim and yellowy, it gave the room the appearance of being sick.

      “Oh… what is that?” I covered my nose.

      Something reeked in there. I remembered the large window across the room hiding behind heavy curtains. With large steps, I reached it and moved the curtains aside with difficulty while infuriating some moths and creating a cascade of dust to fall upon me. Despite this, I was able to open the window. Unlike in my bedroom, this one gave way to a balcony, so I opened both glass doors, allowing the gray and dampened light of the day to come in and mix with the yellow shadows inside. Some fresh air was desperately needed as well.

      I turned on my heels and studied the room. If I had thought that my bedroom looked neglected, then this one was multiplied by the power of three. I had already noticed when I crossed the room that this floor was noisier than mine. But now that more light allowed me to appreciate the details, my mouth fell open. The Persian rug where we had played, dreamed, talked about school, boys, and life as grown-ups was nothing but a discolored mess with dark stains on it. The bed―also a canopy style―appeared to be not only unpolished, but the wood was oddly dark at the top of the bedposts. I approached one of them and touched it to confirm my thoughts.

      “It’s burned. Someone burned this. Or at least, tried to.” I leaned closer and smelled it. “No, this is not the source of that awful smell.”

      I looked down only to find that the bedding was―once again―in worse shape than my own. The cover was not only tarnished, but there were holes in it as well, and the mattress had sunk in the middle as if it had been used way too much. Maybe Claire had been sleeping somewhere else. It was impossible for someone to use that bedroom as it was at that moment.

      I tried to convince myself that Claire had moved her bedroom downstairs to stay closer to her mother. After all, it made sense. I grabbed the blanket and lifted it to check if the bed had any sheets, when two moths flew from underneath the covers to freedom. The sheets had a yellow coloring and, of course, where you have moths...

      “You have holes,” I concluded, observing the layer of Gruyere cheese this bed had for bedsheets.

      The stench persisted. It was not the bedding. It seemed impregnated in the place. This was not old house smell. This was more like inhaling the breath from a sick dog’s mouth.

      I looked around me, trying to understand the state of the place, and realized I hadn’t paid attention to the walls. The plaster was not only cracked, but it had also fallen away in some places, even to the point of exposing brick. I kept studying this room, and the more I did, the less I could believe my eyes. The only good thing about it was the lack of mold.

      And that’s when I saw it, or at least the edge of its frame. The corkboard Claire hung behind the door, where we created the vision of what our new lives would be once we were out of high school.

      I closed the door to take a better look at it. It was strange, but I remembered selecting and cutting each one of those images from different magazines. There was a photograph of the Empire State Building, a Hollywood sign, and the photo of a woman in an elegant ballgown holding the coveted golden statue while she gave an acceptance speech. I had cut out my face from a photograph and pasted it awkwardly over the woman’s face. There were many drawings with designs for the clothing line Claire had been dreaming about, some cutouts of fancy cars and beautiful apartments… And a couple of checks we had written to ourselves for $10 million, because we had heard that’s what a famous actor did before becoming successful.

      A photograph of Claire and me smiling while holding those checks was in the center of this collage, keeping all these dreams and hopes glued together. It was covered in dust and the corners had curled up. I unpinned it to take a closer look. I had not forgotten my friend’s face, but this was a good opportunity to refresh my memories of her.

      “Why? Why did you have to do it? Why wouldn’t you let me help you?” I asked Claire’s smiling face.

      I remembered all the times that, once in New York, I called Appleton Hill. If she eventually bought a cell phone, that was a number I never got ahold of. Tears ran down my face as I recalled the first three times I placed a call. Mrs. Appleton would answer and always gave me some lame excuse―Claire was taking a shower, sleeping, or grocery shopping. The last four times I tried to contact her, when Claire answered the phone she hung up on me, never uttering a word.

      “If I did something to hurt you,” I said to the sweet seventeen-year-old in the photo, “I am sorry, Claire. But you should’ve told me.” I lowered my head and dried my tears, trying to ease my sobbing. “You should’ve told me. Whatever was really happening… I would’ve understood.”

      When I was able to look at the photograph again, I considered taking it with me. But even holding it was painful, like trying to squeeze a piece of hot coal. I pinned it back on the board. Sighing, I thought about the day we took this photo. It was right on Appleton Hill, in some place lost among the trees where Claire had a hideout, like a shelter she built with her father when she was a kid.

      The oxygen inside the room seemed to be decreasing rapidly, while the foul smell turned worse, to the point of triggering my gag reflex. I ran towards the balcony. Holding on to the banister, I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply.

      “Hey! Hey, get away from there. Get the hell out of there!”

      Startled, I opened my eyes and looked down, trying to find out who was reprimanding me.

      Tom.

      Judging by his appearance, he had been working in the garden. Tom was still wearing the same overalls he’d had on when we met, but now he wore a pair of work gloves and carried gardening tools.

      “Get out of there now!” he shouted, waving a pair of garden scissors in my direction.

      Tom had not been particularly charming when he picked me up at the airport, but now he had a truly menacing appearance. The rage in his voice was palpable, even at a distance. And the sight of him holding anything with sharp blades that could easily turn into a weapon did nothing but agitate my imagination. I staggered back inside. The reek and the decay seemed now far less dangerous in comparison with the severe scolding I had just received. Why wouldn’t he want me to be on the balcony? Had Claire jumped off it? I cursed myself for being such a coward that I had never asked Mrs. Appleton exactly how her daughter had ended her life. Maybe, with the house in such a poor condition, the balconies were not safe. Lack of structural maintenance could be dangerous.

      I was once again among the rotten items of Claire’s bedroom. Now that I was observing it from a different angle, I spotted a pile of fashion magazines next to the bed. Even though it was coated with dust, I approached it, imagining that I would find some old magazines from our high school years. I carefully picked up the top magazine with my thumb and index finger and tossed it aside, discarding the one that had the worst appearance. The second magazine on the pile was a Christmas edition. However, the cover didn’t look as old as I had imagined.

      Hasn’t this actress become famous in the past few years?

      I leaned forward to find the date on the magazine. I had to read it a few times to convince myself I was not hallucinating. That magazine was a month old.

      I stepped back and turned slowly on my heels, seeing the bedroom in a new light. A hunch assaulted me and, despite the weakness I still felt in my body, I rushed towards the closet and yanked its doors open. My intuition was confirmed, although my brain could not make sense of what was going on.

      The closet was still filled with clothes. When I started to take a closer look at each piece, moving the hangers around to figure out if these were Claire’s clothes from our teenage years, I realized the stench emanated from them. Yes, those were female outfits, but they looked neither like they would fit the body of a teenager nor the fashion style Claire had favored when we were growing up.

      I took out a hanger that held a knee-length turtleneck dress with long sleeves. It was loose, the kind you would wear with a pair of leggings. And sure enough, I looked and found said leggings hanging underneath. Despite the stink coming from the outfit, I pulled it closer to my body to assess it better.

      Those clothes could fit me at that very moment.

      There was not a hint of color in that closet—everything was black or gray—and the designs were rather genetic. It was evident they were newer clothes, not something from fifteen years ago. But they lacked the personal touch Claire always gave to her outfits. Still in shock, I hung the dress from one of the closet’s open doors, mimicking my actions in my own room.

      “This wasn’t Claire’s bedroom from years ago. This is Claire’s bedroom. She was still sleeping here until a month ago… at least.”
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      “Althea?” Beatrix’s voice stopped me while I was about to exit the front door of Appleton Manor. “Where are you going?”

      I turned and faced her, trying not to look guilty for the lie I was about to say. Beatrix had her reading glasses on, and there were a notepad and a pen resting on her lap.

      “I was just about, uh, I-I wanted to step out for a moment and visit the gardens.”

      “The mist won’t let you see a thing. I don’t think it’s safe for you to step out; you might get lost on the hill.”

      “I know but―all of this, it’s a lot to take in. I need some fresh air.” I appealed to the sad side of the situation. “I’ll stay close to the house. Is there anything I can help you with before I step out?”

      “No, no.” Mrs. Appleton shook her head and turned back to the living area, where she had been when she saw me reaching for the entrance door. “I understand what you mean. I’m going over Claire’s eulogy and it’s been...” She stopped, still showing her back to me, and lowered her head. “It’s been difficult coming to terms with the precariousness of my situation.”

      I swear I heard my heart hit the floor, like a rock being dropped in the ocean. I strode up to her and placed my hand on her shoulder. She was thinner than I anticipated, which made all this much harder.

      “Go on, go visit the garden,” she said, patting my hand.
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        * * *

      

      I closed the heavy door behind me and stood on the front steps for a minute, taking in the view of the hill and matching it to my memories. The dampened atmosphere had gained presence, manifesting itself as a polite mess.

      Although the general silhouette of Appleton Hill was still there, the image filling it was not the same. Then again, can vegetation stay the same over fifteen years? Probably not, especially without proper maintenance. The grass, trees, bushes, and climbing plants had grown wildly all over the hill, closing in on the house. Mother Earth’s untamed mane was fighting an always-progressive battle that no winter or gardener could stop.

      Adjusting my jacket, I climbed down the stone steps. I looked up at the sky in its constant shade of gray, and the clouds refusing to stay up where they belong. Was there ever a day without fog in Ashwell?

      I skirted the house, following a flagstone path while keeping an eye out for a specific familiar trail. One that Claire and I used to take to go down the hill where the shelter in the photo nestled among the trees. Unfortunately, the daunting vegetation in front of me did little to take my mind away from recent discoveries. How was it possible for Claire to inhabit that space? The bed? The plaster? And that rancid smell! I was still haunted by the image of that bedroom.

      I made an effort to focus on the task at hand. I wanted to find the shed. I knew that was the place where Claire kept all the things important to her that she didn’t want her mother to find, such as her journal. Claire had caught her mother reading it one time, and from then on, she never trusted her again. I held the faint hope that, in the shelter, I would be able to find the reason behind the madness of her suicide.

      I was trying to find something that would lead me back to that place, a tree or a plant that could spark up some memories. But at that moment, everything looked the same.

      “What were you doing up there?”

      His voice did not startle me this time. I’d heard footsteps trampling the dead leaves at a distance, so I presumed Tom was still working in the gardens. However, it was the anger still imprinted on his voice that I found unsettling the most. As I faced him, I noticed he was pushing a wheelbarrow overflowing with thorn-infested branches.

      “I was visiting Claire’s bedroom. Wasn’t it obvious?” I retorted, fighting fire with fire. I was not going to be scared away so easily.

      Who the hell does this guy think he is?

      I didn’t care if Tom had been working at Appleton Hill for years, or if he knew my mother and kept an eye on her. He was way out of line. And there was something… something inside him that was restless, and he tried to hide it.

      “That room― You should respect her.” Tom was flustered. He shook his head and I could tell he was struggling to find the right words. A kind of unsettling and obscure secret seemed to lurk inside him, inhabiting the dark corners of his being and keeping him on the edge of insane fury. “It’s not safe up there. Don’t go again.”

      “Yeah, sure. No problem. I won’t,” I retorted, dismissing the absurd command.

      I wasn’t about to take orders from someone who―abruptly and uninvitedly―had stepped into my life, pretending to be God knows who. However, I needed his knowledge of the hill, so I couldn’t actually give him a piece of my mind. The fighting fire with fire approach had to be toned down. If I had learned something about making movies, it was that directing is not just about dropping demands and handing out orders to every person at your disposal. Being a good director means that you use your resources wisely. And at that moment, Tom Scissorhands was a resource to me.

      “Listen, I’m looking for a shelter down in the woods. There was a path, but the trails have vanished. I just can’t seem to—”

      “The shed is gone,” he spat at me. “Claire asked me to tear it down a while back.” He bored holes into my face with his dark eyes.

      “Claire?” I was dumbfounded.

      I could not believe my friend had done so. She so dearly cherished that place. But to my surprise, that’s not what the gardener understood from my questioning.

      “Um... Miss Appleton, I meant,” he corrected himself while lowering his eyes to focus on readjusting his gardening gloves. It had not been my intention to tell him how he should address his boss, but the fact that he checked himself was a little puzzling. “You’ll get lost with this fog if you go into the forest. You should go inside.”

      He picked up the wheelbarrow and carried on in the same direction he had been heading in the first place.

      “There is always fog in Ashwell,” I answered as I watched him march away.
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        * * *

      

      A sad melody drifted through the walls, pouring itself into my ears. I knew I could hum to it… if I managed to figure out how to move my lips.

      “Wake up, dummy.”

      I felt a gentle tap between my eyebrows. I recognized what was happening. I had missed that tap for the past fifteen years.

      “I’m awake,” I responded with a croaky voice.

      The song continued but it seemed to be diluting around me and I could no longer grab it.

      “No, you’re not. Your eyes are still closed.” By the way she was saying it, I could tell she was smiling. “Open your eyes, Althea. We have to go, and you need your eyes open for that.”

      “Go where? To school?” I rubbed my eyes, trying to disentangle myself from the sweet claws of sleep.

      “Well, yes, there is much learning to do. But you need to wake up first. How are you going to learn about things if your eyes are closed?”

      “Okay, okay. I’m up. I’m up, Claire.”

      I finally gave in, sitting up on the bed and focusing my eyes on her. The song must have been part of a dream because I could hear no trace of it now. Claire was sitting on the bed right next to me. She was wearing her flannel pajamas. As always, her blonde hair, flimsy as that of a baby, fell to the sides of her face down to her shoulders. She always looked like she had just combed it. Her eyes were as bright as ever, and she did not have the appearance of someone who had recently woken up, like me. Claire leaped out of the bed with a sudden burst of energy and a wide smile on her face that was incompatible with my own groggy expression.

      “Come on, Althea. There’s no time to waste. You know how it is: if you snooze, you lose.”

      I looked down at myself and gestured towards my blue pajamas that had little white sheep jumping over a fence.

      “I can’t go like this-I have to change.”

      “I know, dummy. That’s what we are going to do. Now drag your sorry behind out of that bed and get out of the room,” she ordered, waiting anxiously by the door.

      I did end up dragging my sorry behind out of the bed and shuffled to the door. We found ourselves in the hallway, but I realized I had no idea where I needed to go to get out of my nightclothes.

      “Come on, dummy!” Claire encouraged me with a wide smile, before passing me in the corridor to start running in front of me. “There’s so much to do! So many places to see! So much to learn! Come on, Althea!”

      “Okay, now you’re sounding like a Dr. Seuss book.” I yawned, lazily jogging to catch up with her.

      Eventually, the jog transformed itself into a run. I kept missing Claire every time she took a turn, in what seemed the most intricate maze-like hallway I had ever traveled along.

      “We’re here!” Claire stated with that smile of hers never abandoning her face.

      I don’t think I have ever seen her smile so much before. That thought warmed my heart.

      We were standing in front of a door. A bedroom door, to be precise, that was more than familiar to me. It was Claire’s bedroom. But wasn’t this the place we had just left? Her bedroom was where we always held our slumber parties.

      “Go on. Get inside, Althea.”

      I opened the door and walked straight to her closet. Every clothing item was neatly hung and organized according to type and color. From dark to light, the entire color spectrum was stored in there. It was like a rainbow you could hug.

      “These are all your clothes. Where is my stuff? I can’t wear your things.”

      “Sure you can, dummy,” Claire encouraged me once again, now standing beside me. “All I have is yours now. Take it. Own it. Don’t be like me. You need to own all of this before it owns you.”

      Unsure of what to pick, I sifted through the options that seemed endless, trying to find something.

      “I don’t know what to wear.”

      “The red one. The red one would look great on you, Althea.”

      I took the hanger that had a red dress on it. It was a beautiful 1950s-inspired, A-line red dress with a full skirt. Simply gorgeous. It was, as all of Claire’s wardrobe suggestions had always been, perfect for me. I immediately fell in love with the dress. But a sudden realization hit me. I turned and faced my friend.

      “I love it, but I can’t wear red.”

      “Why not?” she asked, her smile quickly evaporating. Claire’s facial expressions began to disappear under a shadow of fear my negative response had cast on her.

      “Because I am going to your funeral, Claire. I should be wearing black.”
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      I opened my eyes suddenly. My body was sweaty and achy as if I had indeed run in that horrible nightmare. The instant realization that Claire was dead filled my eyes and throat with tears. This entire thing was really getting to me.

      This house.

      This death.

      This absence.

      I had no idea what time it was, so I turned on my side to grab my cell phone from the nightstand, but I couldn’t find anything. It wasn’t there because the nightstand wasn’t there either. I lowered my hand in the dark, trying to find the bedside lamp, when I touched what seemed to be a pile of paper. It had hard edges and was covered in grime.

      I sprang up in shock. I wasn’t in the bedroom I had been assigned by Mrs. Appleton.

      I searched on the other side of the bed, and this time I managed to find a lamp switch. I turned it on and confirmed my dreaded suspicions. Under that sick yellow light, I found myself in the moth-eaten, half-burned bed in Claire’s bedroom. In front of me, the closet doors were wide open, fighting the dim light with its own smelly darkness.

      The black dress and the leggings were still hanging from one of the doors where I had left them the day before. The window to the balcony was still open.

      There wasn’t enough water in the entire state to wash away the feeling of disgust from my body. It was like having a full-body gag reflex glued to the inside of my skin, and no amount of soap could scrape it away. The shower I took as soon as I leaped out of that bed had not been enough, although I stayed until there was no more hot water.

      Great way to start a day I already know is going to be horrible.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I walked the ten blocks separating Appleton Hill from the cemetery. The sensation of having slept in a pile of never-ending decay was still with me. It curdled my blood. That’s why I refused Mrs. Appleton’s invitation, telling her I would rather walk to the funeral when she was getting ready for a car to pick her up.

      I don’t believe I had ever sleepwalked before. I was still trying to make sense out of how my morning had started. I crossed my arms in front of me trying to generate a bit more heat. The mist had grown denser overnight, and I felt I was trying to find a way to the cemetery through a cloud. It reminded me of my failed excursion the previous day. Tom had been right. The woods were not what they once were, and the fog only created a bigger mess in my memory. I still found it odd that the shelter was gone. However, I had no choice but to call it quits on the search. With not much else to do, I ended up having an early night. Way too early. And a not-early enough morning.

      With that, another question resurfaced. How was it possible for that bedroom to be the one Claire occupied until a month―at the very least―before her funeral? Even if those magazines had been tossed there only as a way of storage, and even if Claire used the space as a walk-in closet and she slept somewhere else.

      How was it possible for a magazine to collect that much dirt in a month? How was it possible for her closet to acquire such a foul smell in the days since her death? It made no sense. To be honest, with the start this day had given me, it was exhausting trying to answer those questions. The most hurtful thing of all had been talking to Claire. It felt so real.

      “Wake up, dummy.”

      Her words gave me goosebumps. And the tapping between the eyebrows... That’s exactly how Claire used to wake me up when I stayed overnight on a school day. I was always the one who had trouble waking up. I was always the lazy one.

      When did you lose all that strength and willingness to move forward, Claire? I asked her in silence. Since I had found out about her death, I began having a one-sided conversation with Claire in my mind. And it had only intensified after my return to Appleton Hill.

      I was approaching the cemetery. Unfortunately, my head did not feel clearer than when I left the hill. I wiped a tear away before standing in front of the open gates of Ashwell Cemetery.

      I stopped for a second to collect myself before entering. That’s when I saw an arrangement of beautiful pure-white flowers surrounding Claire’s photograph from the high school yearbook coming at me. Although the flowers were gorgeous, I could feel nothing but disgust at the sight of the arrangement. Having that macabre thing heading towards me created a chill through my spine that ran all the way down to my heels to pin me to the spot.

      The person carrying this monstrous thing stopped beside me and placed their burden on the ground. And when she came out from behind the flowers, I realized that my day had actually grown worst at that very moment.

      “Althea. Good morning. How-how are you holding up?” my mother greeted me.

      “You are coming to the funeral?” was my response. Of course, I answered my own question in my head. She works at a flower shop. Lucky me.

      “Yes. I’m here to deliver the flowers, but I am also attending the service to pay my respects. I’m supposed to meet Jo here so she can give me a hand with this. It’s really heavy.”

      At that moment, I spotted a policewoman approaching us. My mother’s carefree attitude to our first conversation in fifteen years made me believe my head was going to explode. I needed to get out of there.

      “Well, good for you, June. Enjoy the funeral,” I said before stepping through the cemetery gates. “Officer,” I mumbled with tight lips when I walked past the policewoman, who nodded at me.

      About half an hour later, the most disjointed group of people had assembled around Claire’s coffin. The priest was giving a sermon to honor her memory, but it felt more like a mechanical action born out of tradition rather than an honest deed to comfort our spirits. I could not feel the embrace of his words, regardless of how warm and kind they were. I had never known the Appleton family to be religious. I sure didn’t remember Claire ever saying that she had to go to church on Sunday or anything of that sort. Not that it mattered, anyway. I guess we all start believing a bit more when a tragedy like this shakes the ground beneath our feet.

      I stood next to Mrs. Appleton, who was holding my hand and timidly weeping. I don’t think she felt comfortable showing the true depth of her pain. For me, on the contrary, this entire situation felt like an out-of-body experience. I should have kept my head down as everyone else was doing, to meditate on the words the priest was sharing with us. But this entire setup felt off. There was an air of weirdness floating around us. I couldn’t be the only one feeling that, could I?

      I looked at my mother, who was standing on the other side of the coffin. Her being part of the service had caught me off guard. At first, I thought she was trying to make herself noticeable in some way, to draw attention to her, as I had seen her do so many times in my early years. Now that we had gathered around Claire, I realized that perhaps what my mother was doing was an act of kindness. Yeah, she had never paid much attention to Claire or the deep bond we had, but seeing that only five people were part of this funeral, the priest included, I believe my mother realized there were not going to be many attendees. If she could make it look less depressing and reduce the solitude of four people assembled around a wooden box, then she would do it.

      Good for you, June. You’re finally thinking about the people around you.

      Right next to my mother was the policewoman I had barely said hello to at the entrance. I later found out she was the one who had picked up Mrs. Appleton from the house and brought her to the cemetery. I had no idea what the bond between them was, but I estimated she was around my age. Perhaps she was Claire’s friend.

      Where was everybody else? This couldn’t be it. Claire was such a kind soul. How could it be possible that only five people were at her funeral? The priest, a police officer, the flower shop employee, a friend she had not seen for fifteen years, and her widowed mother. This couldn’t be it.

      Although the sadness still lingered among us, mixing itself with the mist that refused to leave us alone, the awkwardness was denser. There was an unavoidable eeriness about contemplating a box holding the body of a young person who should have lived a longer life. And the fact that she must have made a difference in more lives than just four―if I didn’t count the clergy member―made me feel stiffer than expected.

      Or maybe five, I thought. Who is that?

      I saw someone moving among the trees, about a hundred feet behind my mother and the policewoman. I tried to focus to make out if it was a man or a woman, but all I could see was a human silhouette leaning against a tree. Or were they hiding?

      My mother passed around a small bouquet of the same flowers that were on the larger arrangement. We all took one or two flowers. In turns, we approached the coffin to say our goodbyes by placing the flower on the lid.

      First, my mother.

      The policewoman.

      Then it was my turn. I’ve never been too keen on saying goodbye, and as I left the flowers, I ended up not doing it. Instead, I slipped back into my dream.

      I promise I’ll fix it, Claire. I’ll figure out whatever is wrong, and I’ll own it. I’ll own it before it owns me.

      I hadn’t planned on making a promise to Claire, other than to always have her in my heart, which was already a constant feeling in my life. Yet there I was, going on and on about who knows what, promising to fix whatever was broken. How did I know that was true? The situation was off, sure, but it was a funeral. I don’t think I had ever attended a funeral without some level of awareness spreading over the attendees. Despite this, I couldn’t lie to myself and say there wasn’t something else brewing there. Something that, for whatever reason, I felt should be fixed.

      I stepped back and helped Mrs. Appleton to the casket. Then I waited for what felt like an eternity. I peeked at the trees once again, and the figure was still there. We were being watched; that was what gave me that uneasy feeling clawing all over my skin. I crossed my arms in front of me in an effort to fight the invasion. At last, Beatrix Appleton let her cluster of white blooms drop.

      “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” the priest recited with a numbed expression, then he tossed a handful of dirt into the grave and over our flowers. Of course, with all the humidity lingering over Ashwell, his hand ended up covered in mud, which he discreetly tried to clean on his cassock.

      With that less than dignifying gesture, this entire ordeal was over. The priest approached Mrs. Appleton to give her his condolences and some words of wisdom before he helped her to the stone path where her wheelchair would be easier to maneuver. The lawn where we had been standing was as damp as the dirt the priest had tossed. I was trying to unstick my heels from the mud so I could reach the stone pathway myself when my mother grabbed me by the arm.

      “I just wanted to say congratulations on your nomination. I am glad you found your way.” She stood in front of me, unable to meet my gaze.

      “Thank you, June.”

      She unpinned a small flower bouquet from her lapel. It matched the flowers from the other arrangement. June placed it on the palm of my hand.

      “You should wear a white gown. It’s the color that suits you best,” she recommended, this time meeting my eyes, but only for a fleeting second.

      June immediately moved away to join the conversation the priest and Mrs. Appleton were having. I was dumbfounded by her approach. I had not expected that.

      “One more thing, I guess, adding to the pile of weirdness growing around me this morning,” I said out loud, once June was at a safe distance.

      However, I had failed to realize that I was not completely alone.

      “Coming back to your hometown for a funeral isn’t exactly the best way to reconnect with your past, is it?”

      Her question startled me, almost making me jump out of my skin. A skin that felt way too thin that morning. I was still focused on the white flowers in my hand and had not seen her approaching me.

      “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude,” the policewoman apologized when she saw my reaction.

      “No, it’s okay. But yes, that’s a pretty accurate observation, Officer…” I squinted to read her nametag. “Brookmeyer. Wait, Brookmeyer?”

      That sounded familiar. I looked up for the first time and actually paid attention to her face, which was something I hadn’t attempted to do before. In addition to her impeccable uniform, the policewoman had a neat appearance. Her curly black hair was pulled tightly in a bun, and her face did not have a drop of makeup on it. A wide smile she was trying to hide, presumably due to the circumstances, and warm chocolate eyes, created a trustworthy halo around her.

      “Josephine Brookmeyer? Jo?”

      For the first time since I had returned to Ashwell, an honest smile formed on my face. Jo, Claire, and I had been schoolmates in high school. Although Jo and I were never as close as Claire and I had been, we formed a group of five friends along with two other girls―Liz and Michaela.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t recognize you in your uniform.”

      “Yeah, my boss gave me a break in the middle of my shift so I could bring Mrs. Appleton and attend the service. Since I’m the one…” Jo started on a thought trail but apparently decided to get off before completing it. “Never mind. I guess we’re all dressed up now, aren’t we? To pretend you are an adult, you need the right costume.”

      “Yes, that seems about right.” I looked down at my completely black outfit.

      Jo’s observation was on point. I think, although disguised in different outfits, we both felt the same―that we were kids playing dress-up to create the illusion of leading a life of meaning. In a way, perhaps in more than one, I still felt like a child. Death seemed to have that effect on me, making me feel as helpless and as mystified as a six-year-old.

      Jo leaned closer and whispered, “Congratulations, by the way. I know it’s not the right place. But I don’t think Claire would be offended if I let you know that we are, here in Ashwell, very proud of your accomplishments.”

      I smiled and nodded, thanking her for her kind words. I looked away, trying to swallow the ball of sorrow that felt like thorns forming in my throat. I directed my gaze back to the trees, not with much consideration. The figure was still there, hiding behind a mix of fog and shadows.

      “I’ll be there in a second, Mrs. Appleton!” Jo made a hand signal towards the group down the stone pathway. Although the figure intrigued me, I tried to focus back on Jo. I didn’t wish to be rude.

      “Listen, how long are you going to be in town?” Jo asked.

      “My plane leaves tomorrow morning. I need to get back to work.”

      “Well, then, tonight we are gathering at The Troll’s Den.” Jo started to walk away from the grave, and I followed her.

      “That place still exist?”

      “Yes, it still does.” Jo smiled. “We’re getting together to have a beer and maybe share some stories about Claire. I don’t know, just as a way to pay our respects. You should come.”

      “Sure.” I quickly jumped on the idea. I needed someone to talk to about Claire and all the weirdness surrounding her death. “But I don’t have a car.”

      “No problem. I’ll pick you up at eight,” Jo offered while she hastened her step to approach Mrs. Appleton. “See you tonight!”
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      After the service was over, I decided to walk back to Appleton Hill. My mind was clearer than when I’d first arrived at the cemetery, but riding back to the hill with Mrs. Appleton in Jo’s cruiser was a little too dramatic for my taste. I wasn’t sure I could take any more drama. Besides, I needed all the fresh air I could get, even if it meant walking alone. I could also catch a ride with my mother.

      Yeah, that’s a non-option, if anything.

      Even though the day was now closer to noon, the sun’s lukewarm presence did nothing to clear the way. The mist grew thicker, denser, the closer I found myself to Appleton Hill.

      I had also discovered that I was able to get mobile reception away from the hill. My phone, dead since the previous morning, had suddenly burst into life with a million text messages and lost calls from my production team. I decided to kill two birds with one stone and use the walk to catch up with work and assure them I’d be back the next day.

      I was glad to find out that no serious development had happened in the twenty-four hours I’d been away. This new project was larger than the previous one―the film that had put us on the map―and that made everyone nervous.

      “You are drowning among mountain number one, mountain number two and mountain number three! You’re lost in the middle of nowhere!” Lena, my overly dramatic producer cried over the phone. “I was freaking out thinking you’d shacked up with a mountain man and decided to do a documentary on Bigfoot. Or that you were buried under a snow avalanche!”

      I tried to soothe her. “There are no mountains here, Lena. One hill, that’s it. And there is no snow either, so avalanches are not an option.”

      “You have no cell phone reception, which is the modern equivalent to dropping dead!” she carried on, creating a dramatic situation out of nothing.

      Just the type of drama I was trying to avoid, I thought as the cascade of nasty―and highly improbable―dangers kept pouring from Lena’s mouth and into my ear.

      It was, in all fairness, her ability to worry about everything that might happen that made Lena a fantastic producer. This time we had a larger budget, so the pressure to execute to perfection and create a better film than the first one was higher. More money meant more responsibilities. And more problems.

      “Don’t worry, Lena. I’ll be back tomorrow. But you won’t be able to get ahold of me until tomorrow morning when I’m at the airport, okay?”

      “Yeah, I’ll try to put my panic attacks on hold until you get here. Oh, I don’t know if I said it before, but I am sorry for your loss.”

      I was about to thank her when the line started to break up. I could hear bits and pieces of Lena’s voice, but nothing of what she said made sense.

      “He-help… me…” Lena’s voice sounded more and more distorted.

      The interference became louder, and the white noise overpowered most of her words. I realized I was getting closer to Appleton Hill, almost to the place where Tom had dropped me the day before, by the steps leading up the hill.

      “Lena? Lena, I am entering the no-signal zone. I can barely hear you. Can you hear me?”

      The static increased, forcing me to move the phone away from me. I waited a few seconds until the turbulent noise subsided, then placed the phone against my ear again.

      “Lena? Can you hear me? Don’t worry about the costume designer. I’ll talk to Debra when I―”

      “Dummy?”

      Her crystalline voice grew above all the static and white noise screaming its way out of my phone. I froze on the spot. Was I dreaming again? But… the physicality of her voice was undeniable. I could almost touch it. I tried to convince myself I was imagining things, that the stress of the funeral was messing with my mind.

      I had to say something. Anything.

      My vocal cords were dead. Her voice had cut them with one sharp question.

      “Althea? Don’t―my mother…”

      I was in front of the first step that started the climb up to the manor. Yet, it all felt miles away. A choking sensation got ahold of my neck. And the only way to clear my airways was to ask the dreaded question.

      “Claire?”

      My hands simultaneously began shaking and sweating the moment her name emerged from my lips. Cold shivers and hot flashes were fighting to take over my body. Life and death were merging over a nonexistent conversation.

      This cannot be happening. This. Is. Not. Real. I tried to convince myself. Somehow, the static changed Lena’s voice to make it sound like Claire’s.

      But this reasoning was not enough to deter me from pursuing this insane rabbit down the dark pit the phone line had become.

      “Claire? Is that you?”

      A drop of sweat ran down my back, burning its way along my spine, using each vertebra as an iced step.

      “Wake up, dummy―own it… Mother… get… out…”

      The hair at the back of my head was electrified while beads of sweat formed on my forehead.

      “Claire? Claire, what do I have to own? Do I have to get your mother out? Out from where?”

      All I received in response was an increment in static to the point where it was impossible to hear anything else. After that, complete silence followed. The line died. Along with all the voices on it.

      The street seemed equally lifeless. Not a single car or person passed by. I was more alone than ever before. The only palpable thing was the feeling of insanity taking over me. My knees caved in under the pressure of all my fears and I collapsed on the first step. Numbed, I kept staring at the phone for an explanation. For an answer. For more of Claire.
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      The climb up to the house was even harder this second time. Sometimes I had to sit on the steps and take a break to catch my breath. My legs had turned into jelly, and they refused to carry me all the way to the house. What sort of delirium had overtaken me? I didn’t have an answer. I could hardly believe I was trying to find an excuse to explain speaking with my dead friend.

      This is ridiculous, Althea. You did not speak to Claire, I scolded myself.

      I knew from the moment I received Beatrix’s phone call that the pain of losing Claire, the suffering of not being able to set things straight before she decided to take her own life, was one I would carry with me for the rest of my life. I was ready for that. What I had not anticipated was the grief making me lose my mind. Her voice was so clear. It was Claire’s voice. This could not be how crazy felt like.

      Out of nowhere, a gust of wind engulfed me, messing up my hair and forcing me to stop because I couldn’t see the next steps in front of me. Wind and fog were a rather unusual combination, close to impossible. Yet, there they were, creating a circular wall around me. A wall that quickly began to feel like a straitjacket.

      I could not hear anything but the wind wailing in my head. What started as a low rumble, like a deep voice coming from the earth, was growing in volume and expressing itself in a higher pitch. My eyes didn’t seem to be of much help; I could barely keep them open. Contrary to what I expected, the wind did not stop. It began to expand. I was witnessing a sort of ripple effect or expansion wave, but in the wind.

      I realized I had to get into the house as the weather was only getting worse. I tried to take a step forward, but I ended up tripping over myself and landing on my hands. My feet got caught in a twirl of vines. I cursed Tom’s lousy gardening ability. However, this new body position gave me some leverage, and I was able to hold on to the stone step in front of me while I jerked my feet away from the plants’ grip.

      Still on my hands, I continued the ascent. It was easier to keep my balance if I was closer to the ground. As I crawled up to the house, I had the clear sensation I was in the eye of a tornado. The wind’s screams were unbearable, creating a sense of dread that was slowly overpowering me.

      Still bent over, I stumbled my way to the front door. The shrieks of the wind had risen to the highest pitch yet. I could barely think straight.

      “Stop it! STOP IT NOW!” I yelled at the blinding whiteness, covering my ears with my hands.

      Although my pleading garnered no results, somehow, screaming back at the wind allowed me to regain focus. I reached the doorknob, relieved to be able to hold on to something steady, only to find that an ivy branch had latched on to it.

      What was this? It wasn’t there when I had left for the funeral. How could it grow so fast? It had wrapped itself several times around the doorknob, preventing me from opening the door. I couldn’t afford to go around the house in this weather, trying to find a different entrance. There was only one way to fix this. I grabbed the climbing plant with both hands and pulled.

      The wind blew harder and the white screams tried to numb me to unconsciousness.

      I pulled once again, feeling the abrasion of the vine hurting my hands.

      I pulled a third time, now using my entire body weight. And it worked. The branch broke loose, causing me to stumble back, almost falling to the ground.

      Absolute dead quiet surrounded me. No more wind. No more wild nature screaming inside my head. Somehow, by yanking away the climbing plant, I had unplugged nature’s ventilator.

      After a few seconds of complete stillness, including my own, I heard the delicate sounds of rough leaves being dragged over the flagstone path surrounding Appleton Manor. As if what I had witnessed was not enough, the climbing plant I had amputated was now retreating, crawling back into the wild gardens. Was there someone pulling it away?

      I sprang to my feet, gathering strength from I don’t know where, and leaped through the house’s entrance. When I closed the door behind me, I had to lean against it. I was exhausted and incapable of explaining what had just happened.

      The phone call? Maybe I’d imagined that, but the wind? The fog? That ridiculous battle with the vine? I tried to put the pieces together in my head while I steadied my breath.

      “Althea? Are you all right?” Beatrix emerged from the living room with a concerned look on her face.

      I probably looked like a tornado had spat me inside the house. Unfortunately, that wasn’t so far away from the truth.

      “Was it the climb?” Beatrix threw me bait, and I gladly took it. I nodded as a full response. “I know, this hill can be a killer if you’re not used to it.”

      I made one last effort to not look so disheveled and terrified as I felt. I removed my wobbly body from the door and combed my hair using my fingers.

      “Listen,” said Beatrix. “I need to ask you a big favor. As you may have noticed, someone was missing from Claire’s service.” My mind was blank, still reeling from fighting an opponent that was impossible to hit. I couldn’t figure out who she was talking about. “My sister Rose, Claire’s only aunt, is coming over to help me out with this… transition.”

      “Oh, yes. She should have been here by now,” I added to make up for the fact that I had completely forgotten about her. Immediately after those words came out of my mouth, my stomach hardened into a rock.

      “Well, here’s the thing. She is trapped in New York due to a snowstorm, and there are no flights available. Hers was canceled. I was wondering if you could stay with me for a few days until she’s able to get here. I don’t wish to impose on you, my dear child. I really don’t want to be here alone and, unfortunately, Marguerite can’t come back to help me. I have no one else to ask.”

      She caught me completely off guard. I was not expecting to spend more than two days in Ashwell. After the struggle I had gone through just to get from the cemetery to the house, extending my stay was the last thing on my mind.

      “Marguerite? Oh, your nurse. Yeah, I remember now.”

      I tried to gather my thoughts around Beatrix’s proposition. The rough truth was that there was only one answer I could give. Now that Claire was gone, Beatrix Appleton was truly alone in Ashwell. I owed that woman so much that I couldn’t refuse. She had opened the doors of her house to me without ever asking why I never wanted to return to my own home. Beatrix Appleton had saved me from being a runaway child.

      The same reason why I couldn’t refuse when she called me about Claire and insisted that I should stay up on the hill with her was also the reason I couldn’t say no to the ride with Tom she had set up. Refusing would be not only showing ungratefulness, but also creating a shadow of selfishness I didn’t want to carry on my shoulders. Who says no to a widow confined to a wheelchair who has lost her only child? Someone with no heart. Someone made of ice. And I was neither.

      “Of course, Mrs. Appleton. It’s the least I can do. After all, it’s just for a few days,” I said, hoping at the same time to convince myself that I was making the right decision. Lena is going to kill me.

      “Oh, yes. I’m sure she’ll be here sooner than you think.” Beatrix Appleton extended her hands towards me and took mine as she had done before. “I cannot thank you enough, my dear child. You are a gift from the heavens above.”

      All I could do was smile.

      “Are you hungry? I could warm up some food for you.”

      I politely declined her offer―my stomach was twisted into a knot after all the struggle―but at that moment I realized something. Had she said, “warm up some food”? Weren’t the people attending the funeral supposed to gather afterward in the house of the deceased to share a meal? Maybe even a drink? God knew, I needed one myself.

      “I’m sorry, but where is everybody? My mother and Officer Brookmeyer?” Given the lack of attendees, I believed the priest himself should have made a visit too.

      “Oh.” Beatrix released me and made a hand movement, dismissing their absence as something silly. “They couldn’t come. They had things to do and I… I understand.” She forced a smile on her face.

      “They had things to do?” I repeated, feeling rage taking over me, clearing away the exhaustion and the fear from climbing up the hill.

      “You know, some people are scared of old houses. Let’s be honest, who wants to be around a sad woman who has lost all her family?” I was about to protest but Beatrix stopped me. “I do not blame them, Althea. And neither should you. This situation is hard enough without adding anger towards the few people around me. I am grateful they attended the service, and now I am grateful I have time to spend by myself to mourn my daughter. Right now, you are all I need.”

      I was fighting back tears at this point; I had to bite my lip to force them down. I was not sure how Mrs. Appleton was able to carry on with our conversation without shedding some of her own. Maybe she was still in shock. I didn’t believe she had fully embraced the reality that Claire was gone.

      “I’m going to lie down for a while―I’m terribly exhausted. You should do that too, Althea. You don’t look so good.”

      She started to move away from me, and I noticed how much she struggled to maneuver the wheelchair. It hadn’t occurred to me until that moment that such a frail woman should have an electric wheelchair. This was not the first time I had seen her in this situation.

      “Do you want me to help you?” I offered, rapidly realizing I had barely any strength left in my body, but I couldn’t stay back and do nothing.

      Once Beatrix Appleton had agreed, I pushed her down the corridor where her bedroom was located. Unlike the passages on the top floor, this one had its walls covered with different portraits. Men, women, children, and some mixed groups that appeared to be families. There were all oil paintings, no photographs. All the names I read at the bottom of the frames ended with Appleton. Clearly, these people were her ancestors.

      We finally arrived at the only open door in the entire corridor, one that gave way to her bedroom. Claire’s mother stopped me at the entrance and thanked me for my help. I was about to go back to my own bedroom when I remembered the commitment I had for that night.

      “Oh, Mrs. Appleton, if you don’t need me here, Jo―Officer Brookmeyer—and I are going out tonight. We were schoolmates, and we are getting together to remember old times.”

      “Of course, dear. I do not expect you to be beside me every minute of the day. Go on. Officer Brookmeyer is a fine woman. You can invite her to come over any time you want. Spending time with the ‘cast members’ of your past is not such a bad thing.” She smiled while making air quotes when she said “cast members.” “I know it doesn’t look like that right now, but I speak from experience. There will come a time in your life when all you have is your past, so it is best to cherish it.”

      I stepped away from Mrs. Appleton’s bedroom, one that looked as worn-out and covered in grime as the rest of the house. I hastened my pace to get out of that hallway inundated with still eyes. The eyes of Beatrix’s past. That woman slept among dead people.
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      “I can’t believe this place still exists. I guess some things never change in Ashwell,” I told Jo on the sidewalk after getting out of her car.

      The Troll’s Den had a roundish appearance and a deep-green door with a golden knob in the center of it. A handful of locals were coming in and out, either to drink a beer after work, or because they had already drunk it and were heading back home. It was a weeknight, so human activity wasn’t high, but I did remember that on weekends―when I was a teenager―this place was packed.

      “It’s not as popular as it used to be. It’s mostly us folks now, older people still hanging on to their lost youth.”

      “God, Jo, can you make it sound even more depressing?” I asked her, and we shared a weak laugh.

      It felt weird to do so. I certainly hadn’t done it since getting the news about Claire. I wasn’t sure I was at the point of laughing without remorse, but it was nice. It felt good to shake off some of the stagnated energy of death hanging above my head.

      “Let’s go in,” Jo said. “Watch your head.”

      At that moment, I remembered why the place was called The Troll’s Den. It wasn’t because the owner was a short man; it was because this hole-in-the-wall resembled a cave. The ceiling of the bar was unusually low to the point where the customers had to bow their heads and walk around with a hunched back until they found a free seat.

      A troll is better than a goblin, I guess.

      Jo led us to a table where four other people were already having a drink. Two of them I recognized instantly. Michaela and her high school sweetheart, Aidan. I spotted matching wedding bands, so I presumed they were married. They greeted me with a warmth I did not anticipate.

      With the other two it wasn’t so easy, mostly because the hair color of one of them had changed. What had once been sandy was now hot red, and she now wore cat-eye glasses. She noticed the puzzled look on my face right away.

      “You don’t remember me, do you, bonehead?” the redhead asked, lifting her glasses and exposing her face, banishing all my confusion.

      “Liz! I didn’t recognize you! The hair and the glasses,” I excused myself as I went around the table to give her a hug.

      Like me, Liz also had aspirations in the world of film. It was with her that I’d created my first homemade movies. It was with her help that I shot the short film that allowed me to get a partial scholarship. She had always been a little rough around the edges. A no-nonsense, tell-it-like-it-is type of person. I’d always liked that about her.

      “Bull crap!” She called me out, reminding me that her mouth was a latrine with a mind of its own and a driver’s license. “Now that you’re a Hollywood darling, your head is so big it barely fits through the door. Don’t pretend to be better than us, loser.” She smiled, making everyone laugh and breaking the ice accumulated between us for the past fifteen years. I had no idea what happened to her filmmaking dreams, but she clearly hadn’t forgotten about mine.

      After Liz, the only person left at the table was another woman around our age. And for the life of me, I couldn’t remember her. She was blonde with green eyes and freckles all over her face, which gave her delicate features and a youthful appearance.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t―” I started to justify my faulty memory.

      “This is Tess,” Jo intervened, stopping my excuses. “She’s my partner. We never went to school together.” She addressed Tess. “This is Althea, honey. She is Claire’s best friend―was Claire’s best friend.” Jo cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, I don’t know how to talk about it.”

      “Don’t worry, Jo. I don’t know how to talk about it either. Hello, nice to meet you.” I extended my hand to Tess.

      After we had arranged ourselves around the table and ordered a few beers, the small talk began. What had everyone been up to? Who was married to whom, who had kids, who was divorced? Who had come out and who did they believe was still in the closet?

      A bit of light conversation and some fresh air was helping me forget the real reason behind this trip to the past. Our informal high school reunion was moving along smoothly, until the moment the second round of beers arrived. Some took a sip of their new bottle, others ate some chips. Eventually, the elephant in the room became so large it was busting out windows with its legs, like Alice when she ate the cake.

      We couldn’t contain our wild animal any longer.

      I realized then that everyone else inside that place―except us―was drinking to celebrate, maybe to forget, and some to just pass time. We were the only ones drinking to remember. It was Liz who, as brave as she had always been, forced the reunion back on track. She lifted her bottle and said, “Dear Claire: I hope you are in a better place now than the one you had to endure here on earth. We will never forget you.”

      We all mirrored Liz and lifted our beers, toasting Claire’s memory. I knew I was simply going through the motions. What did Liz mean with her words? Claire’s life had not been a good one? I knew having her only family confined to a wheelchair was probably rough on her everyday life, but was that the reason behind her suicide?

      “Why don’t we go around the table and tell our favorite story about Claire?” Michaela proposed. “I’ll start.”

      And thus, tales about Claire were told, exposing a shy girl who did her best to stay afloat in a small-town high school, like we all did when we were teenagers. Some stories were funny, some of them were sweet and some of them were odd, like Aidan’s. He had asked her to be his date for the spring dance and Claire said yes. When he went to the hill to pick her up, a simple date took a rather strange turn.

      “I had borrowed my dad’s car, so I could pick Claire up. And I am sorry to say this, honey,”—Aidan looked at his wife with sheep’s eyes—“but I was excited about it. I had been asking her to go out with me for months, and she kept turning me down.”

      “I’m okay with that. She was way out of your league,” Michaela retorted with a smile that became contagious around the table.

      “Anyway, I went up the back entrance of the hill, where the driveway is, right? And when I got all the way to the top, they were already there.”

      “They?” I asked.

      “Claire and her mother. It wasn’t really a warm night to be outside waiting, so that caught me off guard. I killed the engine and got out of the car, you know, trying to make a good impression on Mrs. Appleton, and as I approached them, I heard Claire saying: ‘Mother, we won’t be back late.’ Then she took a step in my direction, but Mrs. Appleton grabbed her by the arm and stopped her. ‘Hold on a minute, dear. I want to know this young man first,’ she said with a smile. To this day, I remember Claire’s look as I introduced myself to her mother.”

      “Why? Was she angry the old lady was holding her back from running away to freedom?” Liz asked with more than a hint of cynicism in her voice.

      “Liz! Don’t talk about Mrs. Appleton like that,” Jo reprimanded her.

      “What? The fact that she’s in a wheelchair doesn’t automatically make her a saint. We all know she isn’t.”

      “No, you think she’s not a saint.”

      Tess, Jo’s partner, intervened to put an end to the escalating discussion. This brought memories of my own. The interaction between Jo and Liz had always been like that. Liz said whatever popped into her mind and spat it out to the world. If you ever wanted to catch it, you risked being slapped by her words. Jo had always been the diplomat, the one with a deep respect for tradition and authority. She came from a family of cops, so in her adult life, she basically decided to embody those two things.

      “Fear,” Aidan said, pulling me out of my memories and dragging me back into his. “Claire wasn’t angry that her mother was trying to protect her; she looked fearful. As if she didn’t want Mrs. Appleton talking to me. After I introduced myself, Mrs. Appleton invited me to go inside for a cup of tea, which I thought was truly bizarre. What sixteen-year-old would accept an invitation for a cup of tea before going on a date?”

      “Did you do it?” I asked, the events of that particular spring dance resurfacing in my mind. “Did you go inside the house?”
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      That night of the spring dance, I recalled, had seen Claire behaving strangely. I had not given it much thought at the time, but it now seemed to take on greater significance. I gazed intently at Aidan, barely breathing as I waited for him to answer.

      “No, I didn’t. I looked at Claire awkwardly, trying to understand… Jesus, the entire scene was ridiculous.” Aidan rubbed his face with his free hand. “I didn’t know what to say, right? I didn’t want to upset her mother―I wanted to make a good impression. But before I was able to say anything, Claire intervened and said we were late and that we would have tea when we got back from the dance. She had to promise it to her mother. That’s how she managed to get away from her. So we went to the dance, and then―”

      “She left,” I finished his story. “She left the dance early without you or me. I remember you came to me asking for her.”

      “Yeah!” Aidan’s eyes lit up. “What was that about, Althea?” He leaned on the table, as though relieved to have someone corroborating his story. “I think she stayed for over an hour before running away, right? Did she tell you why she left? I tried to ask her over the following days, and all she said was that it wasn’t going to work out. That I should date Michaela instead.”

      “What did you do when you couldn’t find her?” Tess asked.

      “Michaela, Liz, Althea and I started walking around town trying to find her,” said Jo. “I think you went back to the house, right, Aidan?” It was as though Jo tried to fit her own memories into the bigger puzzle we were putting together.

      Even as a teenager, Jo was already acting as a cop, I thought.

      “I did.” Aidan nodded with heaviness. “I drove to her house, and I was about to go up the hill once more when I saw Claire standing in the middle of the driveway… downhill. She was waiting for me. I remember stopping the car and starting to get out of it when, out of nowhere, she slammed her body against my door to keep it shut. Claire was trying to prevent me from getting out.”

      “Did she say something?” I asked.

      “Yes; she shouted that I’d better get out of there before she called the police. That was it. What else could I do?”

      I had some memories of the story Aidan was telling us, mostly because I knew Claire was crazy about him. When I found out he had asked her to go to the dance, I urged her to say yes. That’s why I knew it didn’t make any sense when she disappeared. The following Monday, at school, Claire told me she left because she was sick. What I did not know was that Aidan had been asking her out for months prior to this dance. Why had Claire never told me about this before?

      The night of the spring dance ended with Aidan finding us ambling through Ashwell and informing us that Claire had walked home. We went back to the school, but the situation had developed in such a strange way that I don’t think it was possible for any of us to enjoy the dance.

      “Anyway,” Aidan continued, “all I wanted to say was that, in reality, Claire was the sole person responsible for my wife and me finding each other. She told me to ask Michaela out because she was basically drooling over me every single day. And I’m such a humble human being, that I didn’t notice her obsession with my charming personality,” Aidan concluded, trying to give his story a cheerful end.

      “Yes, I remember drawing hearts. ‘Aidan and Michaela forever,’” his wife joked, contributing to lift up the spirits.

      After some weak―and much-needed―laughter, it was my turn.

      “I met Claire at drama club. I was the new kid in town. Being the only child of a single parent who was―at times―a recovering alcoholic, isn’t exactly a recipe for popularity, so…” I shrugged. “I joined the drama club because I had been at this new school for three weeks and I didn’t have a single friend. No one talked to me except for the teachers. During my first day, Claire approached me and introduced herself as ‘Head of the Wardrobe Department,’ if I recall correctly,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Claire had a way with clothes, didn’t she?” Michaela traced the rim of the bottle with her finger. “She always knew how to turn some old piece of nothing into something fabulous that represented her personality.”

      “Vintage,” Liz and I corrected her in unison.

      Michaela was absolutely right. My mother could barely hold a job back in the day. Thus, Claire and I used to go to thrift shops to buy used clothes for a few bucks and then she turned them into something wonderful. She was a natural at it.

      “Claire was the one who made all the costumes for our short films,” Liz said to me, and I nodded. The lump in my throat prevented me from voicing an affirmative answer. But I was not alone. In what seemed like a simple movement to adjust her glasses, my childhood friend concealed wiping away a tear.

      “Let me ask all of you something,” I started again after swallowing the lump paralyzing my vocal cords. Behind all the beers, the chips, the laughter, and the memories, something had been bothering me from the moment I had set foot inside the bar. “If you all remember Claire so fondly, why didn’t you go to her funeral?” I questioned Aidan and Michaela. “Where were you this morning?” I turned to the other flank I was charging against. “Liz? Care to elaborate on your absence this morning?”

      “Oh, don’t feel so mighty looking down at me from your high horse, Althea. You left fifteen years ago and never bothered to look back. You don’t appear to me to be the picture of an ideal friend.”

      “At least I had the decency to come back for her funeral. And not that it’s any of your business, Liz, but I tried to stay in touch with Claire for years and she shunned me. You were living right here with her!”

      “What do you think she did to us, Althea?” Michaela asked.

      The question coming from someone other than Liz caught me off guard. I had lost sight of those trenches.

      “What?”

      Jo took the lead. “After we graduated, once you left for New York, Claire stopped talking to all of us. She never picked up the phone. And if her mother did, she would say Claire wasn’t available. No one answered the door if you went up the hill. Claire barely ever left the house. She basically lived as a recluse until her death.”

      “It didn’t seem like she wanted to hang out with us anymore,” Michaela added, “so we let her drift away. We thought it was because you were gone. You can’t hold on to someone who doesn’t want to hold on to you.”

      “Wait. Wait. So, she didn’t have a job in town? Did she ever go out to―I don’t know―buy groceries?” A stream of negative replies came back. “When was the last time you saw her?”

      Their answers turned out to be all different, but none of them stated less than a decade. The same as me. Claire had cut all her ties to the outside world at the same time. Why? What had happened to her?

      That’s when it hit me. Their stories were from our high school years. None of us had known Claire as an adult.

      “Still, that doesn’t answer why you were not at the funeral,” I continued, unable to let that wound heal.

      “Well,” said Liz, “my opinion is going to be the least popular―as usual―but here it is. Funerals are not for the dead. They are for the living, for those who are left behind, so they can feel less alone in their pain. That funeral wasn’t for Claire. It was for Beatrix Appleton. I am not about to make her daughter’s death less painful for her.”

      “Why do you keep up with that, Liz?” Jo intervened. “It’s not Beatrix Appleton’s fault that Claire committed suicide. That poor woman has done nothing but endure loss and tragedy in her life.”

      “That woman is not innocent, Jo. She kept her daughter locked up on that hill, isolated from the world. I bet she’s the reason why Claire got so depressed; she thought the only way out was suicide!”

      “You don’t know that! Explain to me how a woman in a wheelchair can force anyone to kill herself. You are delusional! The only person responsible for this is Claire; she did it to herself!” Jo was starting to lose her cool too, which was a sure sign that the fight was about to get bigger.

      Tess tried to soothe her partner while Aidan and Michaela stepped in and held back Liz, who was about to shout her response to Jo.

      “All right…” Michaela attempted to calm the waters. “Let’s take a breath, okay? We’re all too sensitive around this topic.”

      “It’s not about sensitivity,” said Liz. “It’s about telling the truth. Look me in the eye,” she challenged Michaela and Aidan, “and tell me you don’t believe what I believe. Because I know you do. We’ve talked about this. Whether Jo wants to admit it or not, Beatrix Appleton murdered her daughter!”

      The place came to a sudden halt.

      Liz’s exclamation had reverberated throughout the entire room, reaching every corner and every crack on the wall. Everyone was waiting to hear the response from Aidan and Michaela. I was anticipating a negative response, and I am sure Jo was in the same boat. But the only thing that came from them was silence. A deadly type of affirmative stillness that killed the confrontation on the spot, declaring Liz the winner. I felt the eyes of the rest of the customers glued to our backs, counting the seconds away while we didn’t know how to maneuver our way back to normality.

      “You know what?” Liz got to her feet while fishing the wallet out of her purse. “I think I’m going to call it a night. Althea, I’m sorry we have to see each other after all these years under such circumstances.”

      “Yeah, I think we’re going to do the same.” Michaela stepped up and used the exit door Liz had kicked open. “The sitter charges double after 10:00 p.m. We better get going.”

      As Michaela and her husband put their coats on, Liz searched for a pen from her purse’s pocket. She wrote down her phone number on a napkin.

      “Here.” She handed it to me. “Give me a call when things are not so… raw. It’ll be nice catching up in a less painful situation.” We hugged, and before she let go, Liz threw me one last piece of advice that hit me right between the eyes. “And for the love of God, get the hell out of that house.”
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      After Aidan and Michaela said their goodbyes, wishing me the best for the upcoming award season, telling me to “bring home the gold” as if I were an Olympic athlete, Jo, Tess and I were left at the table.

      Jo broke the silence. “I’m sorry things got out of hand. It wasn’t fair inviting you, only to end up like this. I apologize.”

      “Stop it, Jo, it’s not your fault. I’m with you on this one. I don’t know why Liz is so stubborn, but she can’t make me think Beatrix Appleton is responsible for Claire’s death. Claire had the chance to get out of that house, to come with me to New York. Even if Liz is right and being locked up on the hill had her so depressed that the only way out she saw was death, staying there was still her choice. It pains me to say it. I don’t want to think about Claire in that way, but it is the truth. There is a part of Claire’s life we will never know. A part that will remain in shadows.”

      Jo tilted her head to the side and gave me a strange look. My words seemed to have sparked her interest.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I never received a reason why she wouldn’t come with me to New York. And none of you guys ever found out why she decided to lose touch with you. There must be a cause for the way she isolated herself. Yes, she was shy. But she went from shy to hermit in the blink of an eye. One moment we are packing our bags, the next she shoves the door in my face. She did the same to you. I mean, Claire didn’t even have a job. Did she ever stop being a kid?”

      The same feeling that had overtaken me at the funeral was now coming back to haunt me.

      “No,” I continued, “there’s something else there. Something strange about her death. I know it. You know it. Liz, Aidan, and Michaela know it. It’s just that we can’t figure out what it is.”

      Jo’s reply―or the lack of one―contributed to feed the weirdness this situation had awakened in me. Maybe Jo also perceived the eerie darkness surrounding Claire as I did.

      “You know what I think?” Tess intervened. “I think the only reality now is that you all love Claire. Everyone has different interpretations of the same situation. And although you want to think there is one truth about Claire’s life and death, that is simply not possible. She lived a different life with each person she met. We all do. We are not one-dimensional beings; we have many sides. And we don’t share all of those sides with everyone. With some, we share more; while we share less with others. There are parts of us we don’t ever show to anyone. I believe that is what causes so much pain and strife among you. Claire’s suicide showed a side of her she never shared with you, the darkest side of her personality. You all have a vision of Claire as someone who was pure and innocent. Of course, this contradiction is going to be hard to deal with.”

      There wasn’t much to say after Tess’s speech. She had hit the nail on the head in every aspect. But one thing remained behind in our conversation, and I decided to bring it back.

      “Why were you so interested in my thoughts about Claire’s death?” Nothing came from Jo. She couldn’t even look at me. “Jo? You know something.”

      I wasn’t planning on confronting her like that; it just came out. However, the time for tiptoeing around the subject had expired the moment Liz proclaimed Beatrix Appleton as the only person responsible for her daughter’s death.

      “Oh, great,” Jo said with discontent dripping from her words.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t wish to offend you. But I want to know―”

      Jo shook her head and leaned on the table. The three of us huddled closer.

      “It’s not about you, Althea. It’s about him.” The policewoman gestured with her head at a place behind my back.

      I turned and found myself surprised. Tom was inside the joint, removing his jacket to take a seat at the bar. “You know him?”

      “Tom Huddle? Yeah, I know him all right. You want to know how I found out Claire had committed suicide?” Jo was talking to me, but her eyes remained fixed on Tom’s back. “I was the one who found her. I was the one who had to call backup to take her down.”

      I asked what she meant by “take her down.”

      “Don’t you know how Claire ended her life?”

      I was embarrassed to admit it, but the truth was that I’d felt so overwhelmed by the entire situation and the pressure of coming back to Ashwell that I never asked how she had done it. I don’t think it had slipped my mind, as if something of that caliber could actually be forgotten. Truth was, I didn’t want to picture her death. I didn’t want that in my head because, once those images find their way into your mind, they never go away. And I didn’t want my memories of Claire to be tainted by such horrible things.

      “She hanged herself,” Jo stated, almost punching me with the fact. “Mrs. Appleton called the police because Claire had not left her bedroom during the entire day, and it seemed to be locked from the inside. By midafternoon, when Mrs. Appleton noticed her daughter was still in there, she panicked. I had to take down the door. She was right; it was locked from the inside. And Claire was hanging from the chandelier.”

      There it was. Not many words were needed to paint the image in full color in my imagination. I knew it would remain imprinted on me for the rest of my life.

      “Why is that weird?”

      “Because of the way the room was staged. Claire hanged herself using the wires coming out of the ceiling through a hole where they connect to the chandelier. I have seen my fair share of hangings by now. But it’s the first time I’ve seen someone using wires from a lamp to hang themselves. And for the wires to support the weight of the person? That’s odd. It’s an old house. All the wiring must be decades old. It didn’t make any sense. The thing was wrapped around her neck several times. Also, the ladder… Why do you think it took a week for forensics to deliver the body to Mrs. Appleton so she could bury her? They have many questions. And so do I.”

      “Wait a minute, Jo. What about the ladder? What ladder? Are you talking about the bedroom that has a balcony?” I asked, realizing I had woken up that day in the same place where Claire took her life.

      “That’s my point, Althea. There was no ladder. How on earth did Claire manage to reach the chandelier, take one of the wires, wrap it around her neck and hang herself without a ladder? Someone else had to be there,” Jo concluded. She refocused on Tom, burning holes in his back as he remained at the bar, quietly drinking. “No one else has access to the hill. He is the estate’s gardener and handyman, according to Mrs. Appleton. He has tools and access to a ladder. He could’ve easily used it to climb in and out of the bedroom through the balcony. It’s not impossible.”

      “What are you saying, Jo?”

      The policewoman leaned even closer, staring at me dead in the eye.

      “I’m saying I believe Tom Huddle had a thing, an unrequited thing for Claire. Or maybe she did correspond him, but the relationship turned violent. Everyone around town knows that Tom Huddle has a temper.”

      Jo’s assertions became heavier and more palpable, made more so by the fact that I could attest to Tom’s violent temper. I saw Tess nodding, joining forces with her partner. It was not a secret. Yet I was barely able to wrap my head around what Jo was saying.

      Claire’s death wasn’t a suicide, but a murder?

      “What about the police? Are you investigating anything? And the forensic report?”

      “The investigation is still open, Althea. Although Claire’s death seems impossible to explain, we don’t have the evidence to support the murder hypothesis. There is no proof that Tom was inside the room. No fingerprints, no DNA material. No signs of any sort of attack. Nothing. No scratches on the balcony’s banister from the ladder he had to use to climb into the house. It’s a dead end, unfortunately.”

      That’s why Jo had stopped Liz’s ramblings on Beatrix Appleton’s culpability. She knew something else was up. Somehow, understanding I wasn’t alone wading through the waters of Claire’s unnerving disappearance made the whole picture look clearer. Was this the weirdness I had picked up at the cemetery? Perhaps. I wasn’t sure.

      “You need to be careful when you’re up on the hill. When is your flight?”

      I replied I wasn’t sure as Mrs. Appleton was still waiting for her sister Rose to arrive.

      “I’ll give you my phone number, just in case. I know there isn’t much of a signal up there, but they do have a landline. If you see anything, anything strange―”

      The screeching noise of a stool being dragged behind my back called my attention. I looked over my shoulder once again, only to find myself under the scrutiny of Appleton Hill’s gardener. Tom had left his place along with some money on the counter, and was now walking toward the exit door while staring at me. And making no effort to conceal it. I had to give it to Jo, there was something menacing about him.

      Was I unknowingly cohabitating with an alleged murderer? Had I shared a ride with my best friend’s killer?
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      Jo’s car stopped at the same spot where it had picked me up a few hours before. The conversation during the ride back to the hill had steered miles away from Claire and her untimely departure. Now Jo rambled on and on about her job. Apparently, missing person cases had decreased dramatically in the last ten years, a phenomenon that peaked during the three decades leading up to our high school years. She attributed the fact to a new police chief in charge. I remembered some of what Jo was talking about. When my mother and I first arrived at Ashwell, people were holding town hall meetings, demanding justice for those who were gone, and protection for those who remained.

      The menace was palpable among Ashwell’s citizens. I was too new and too young to realize that the reason behind my mother finding a job in this town, despite her awful track record, was the fact that its population was decreasing. They needed working hands. My mother had shaky hands, but in lieu of the dire options, she was enough.

      I merely nodded along, my mind still reeling from the events at the bar. In light of Jo’s most recent disclosure, my mood was at an impossible low. If anything, all I felt was anxiety. I knew I’d promised Claire to find whatever was wrong with her death and the obscurity surrounding it. But if the police had hit a wall, what was left for me?

      “I already said it, but I am sorry the gathering took such a sad turn.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Jo. It is a sad situation; you didn’t make it worse. If anything, I think the entire exchange was… enlightening. I realize now my memories of Claire were frozen in time, back at that moment when I left Ashwell. Now that you guys have shared all of this with me, I understand I did not know Claire as much as I thought I did. She led a life that was completely separate from me.”

      “It was completely separate from us too, Althea. She cut us all off. If there’s anything I have to concede to Liz”―Jo stared at her hands resting on the wheel―“it’s that Claire seemed to lead a life that wasn’t healthy. Even when I saw her at a distance, out here in the hill’s gardens, it was clear her appearance had deteriorated. I’m not just talking about getting older. I don’t know. Maybe there is something about this place. Maybe we need to come in with more agents and…”

      Jo lifted her eyes and looked out of the windshield at the back entrance of the manor. Her expression morphed from concern over something that she did not know how to fix to anger over the poor abilities shown in someone else’s work.

      “God, does that creep even do his job? I mean, I know Mrs. Appleton doesn’t use those steps but, come on! The weeds and climbing plants are so overgrown they’re entering the house. Look at that!”

      I did look and, although I couldn’t believe my eyes, I kept this surprise to myself. The steps leading up to the back entrance―a door that gave into the kitchen―had been clean when she picked me up. Tom did do his job but, apparently, the weeds around the hill were vicious. The police officer exhaled loudly, revealing her frustration.

      “Okay. You’ve got my phone number, right?” She changed topics, probably estimating there was nothing she could do about Tom. I nodded. “If you see anything strange at all, you call me, all right? I don’t care what time it is, and even if you think it’s something stupid, you pick up the phone anyway. Understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Let me know when you need a ride to the airport. Just tell Mrs. Appleton I already offered, so Tom will not be necessary.”

      “Will do. Thank you, Jo.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I climbed out of the car. I waved at her, hoping to see her sooner than I anticipated, while a question arose in me. I was leaving the hill in the next few days, but what about Mrs. Appleton and her sister? Would they be safe around Tom Huddle? At least I was aware of the possibility of danger. Maybe I had to say something to her. Or maybe Jo should do it instead of me.

      As the car became smaller and smaller, I realized I had ignored a huge opportunity during my stay at the bar. Downtown the cell phone signal was decent, and I had missed that window of opportunity.

      “Damn it, I should’ve called Lena. She’ll be furious when I’m not back at the office tomorrow!”

      I fished my phone out of my satchel to confirm what I already knew. There was no signal, and a bunch of notifications had inundated my cell while at the bar. I walked up and down the driveway, holding my phone up, trying to be a human antenna. Appleton Hill was definitely disconnected from the world.

      I moved around aimlessly, looking to catch a thread of a net that seemed to have a hole right over Appleton Hill, but it was pointless. What an irritating situation. It was bad enough being constantly reminded of Claire’s absence, but on top of that, not being able to have some distractions―to lose myself on Facebook or Instagram―made it even worse.

      I stopped moving when a single ghostly bar began to pop in and out of view on my screen. While the silence of the night drifted away, a rustling sound began to creep up around me. Something was moving among the overgrown grass. It wasn’t violent. On the contrary, it was rather smooth, as if this something was dragging itself along the ground. The phone signal quickly took a back seat in my mind, so I could pay attention to the noise.

      Was there someone in the gardens?

      “Hello? Who’s there?”

      The sound was fluid, and not only had it not been my imagination, but it also didn’t seem to stop. Those noises were not footsteps. Although I was glad no one was hiding in the impenetrable darkness of Mother Nature, the last thing I wanted was to deal with a snake or some other reptile sliding its way towards me.

      I rushed to the house, careful not to get caught on the vines that had knitted themselves onto a carpet over the steps, and shut the door behind me.
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        * * *

      

      Thud… Thud…

      The throbbing became louder and louder in my body. My heart was trying to break free through my ribcage, looking to escape. I could hear someone’s breathing. Was it me? It sounded like someone was exhaling right into my skull.

      There was so much black around me. Like a dark spiderweb extended over me, attaching itself to my body and pinning me down, so I wouldn’t be able to move. Wait. Move from where?

      My brain was clogged by the same dark spiderweb. Forming a full thought was exhausting, a nearly impossible task, if I was indeed able to complete it. There was a heaviness over my face, preventing me from opening my eyes. I even felt it immobilizing my tongue. It had turned into an unknown piece of rubber, as if these webs of obscurity had managed to squeeze their way between my lips and get ahold of my tongue, weaving themselves tighter around it. I could even taste it. It was bitter and dusty.

      Thud–thud… Thud–thud…

      The throbbing accelerated, pushing my body into a higher state of alert. I was already aware that what I was feeling wasn’t right, but now fear was invading my whole body.

      Thud–thud... Thud–thud… Thud–thud…

      I attempted to move my extremities, but my arms and legs were frozen. No, that’s the wrong way to describe it. I felt like I was floating in a sea of tar that kept trying to swallow me. I was trapped by a sticky substance that was sucking the living force out of my body. The breathing inside my skull grew louder.

      Thud–thud... Thud–thud… Thud–thud…

      A sharp pain attacked me from the left. I couldn’t pinpoint which part of my body was experiencing that amount of pain, but in the end, it did not matter. There was nothing I could do except surrender. I was a guest inside my body.

      Am I dead? I asked without words while, out of the anonymity of the darkness above me, snowflakes began falling on me.
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        * * *

      

      I tossed and turned in the bed for a while before I was able to open my eyes. When I did, a strong feeling of grogginess prevented me from focusing on anything around me. The room was inundated by a tepid gray light, so I knew it was daytime. Other than that, everything seemed to have lost definition, as if the mist from the previous day had found its way into my bedroom. Not without effort, I sat up on the bed and rubbed my eyes. I felt tired. I had slept a restless sleep.

      I concentrated on focusing on the room around me, and this time at least the furniture regained its sharp edges. My half-empty suitcase still lingered on a chair by the window near the closet. The black dress I had peeled off my body after the funeral had fallen from the back of the chair to the floor. I turned to my right to grab my phone from the night table to look at the time, but I couldn’t manage to do it. I was numb from the waist down. My legs did not respond to my command.

      “C’mon, sheets, don’t make this morning even harder. Work with me here…”

      I tried to get rid of them, but it seemed impossible. I was entangled in the bedding. I leaned forward, removing the blanket, and found my legs wrapped up in the bedsheets. What was that? How did I manage to twist the sheets around my legs in that form? No wonder I was tired; I had spent the night literally wrestling with the bed. I pulled the sheets away from my legs, but it was impossible to set them free. The fabric was enfolding both of them, forming a spiral.

      “Okay, this is just ridiculous.”

      I gave it another yank, this time harder. The sheet mirrored my actions, tugging my legs in return, pulling me closer to the end of the bed. It did not want to let go of me.

      I jerked my legs harder than ever, willing to put up a fight with the mischievously inanimate fabric. This time, its response was also a stronger one. It pulled my legs in one sharp stroke, leaving me lying on my back due to the force of the fall. It almost felt like my body had turned into a whip.

      “What…?”

      I attempted to get up again, but this time it was simply impossible. My back was pinned to the mattress. The blanket I had tossed aside was now creeping back onto the bed to reach my left arm, wrapping itself around it. I kept fighting an irrational fight with what remained free of my body, but I was quickly losing ground.

      The mattress became softer, and softer, and softer… I began to sink farther into it. I wanted to scream for help, but I couldn’t articulate words because I did not own my body anymore. This thing was determined to devour me.
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      My eyes suddenly opened, and I was awake. I wasn’t even aware that I’d been asleep. Granted, the first dream had a surreal feel to it. But the second one―even though equally strange―had percolated through to my conscious mind. I could still feel it creeping over my skin.

      Two weird dreams in one night. Congratulations, Althea, you have managed to let this situation wreck your mind completely.

      Awkwardly, I moved around trying to wake my body up. Every single one of my muscles ached, like I had run a marathon before going to bed. The drowsiness that set the tone for my weird dreams had now permeated all the way to my waking life. I managed to sit up on the bed and when I did so, some strange dust fell from me. I scanned the rest of the bedding. The covers were layered by the same powder.

      “What is this?”

      I stretched out to touch it, only to find that my hands and arms were also coated with the same residue. It was all over my torso and hair as well. I didn’t have a mirror close by, but by touching my face, I concluded it was also there. However, this wasn’t regular dust, the sort you sweep under the carpet. I rubbed it between my fingers, then smelled my hands and clothes to confirm my suspicions.

      “Mold.”

      How could it be possible for me to wake up covered in mold? The house was far from being brand-new, but this was a little extreme. A memory came to me from my first dream.

      “Snow.”

      I looked up. Although the ceilings were high, as in any old manor, it was possible to see the outline of a large mold spot hanging right above the bed. Some of it had rained on me during the night. Great. This was what my subconscious mind had interpreted as snow. I had probably been inhaling this stuff for the past two days.

      I left the bed as if I were in a slow-moving picture, trying to avoid sudden movements that might shake up the fungus covering the bed. I needed to take a shower. I walked over to my half-empty suitcase and grabbed a few clothes. Something caught my attention while I did this―the floorboards were not squeaky anymore.

      Maybe I am so drugged by this hideous fungus that I am lighter, I thought, trying hard not to rub my face or touch my hair as I headed towards the door. The true definition of being high, I guess.

      I held the clean clothes with two fingers only, keeping them at arm’s length. I didn’t want them to touch my filthy pajamas. But a two-finger grip wasn’t strong enough. Halfway to the door, I dropped my jeans and, cussing under my breath, I immediately bent over to pick them up from the mold-covered floor.

      Except it wasn’t.

      The floor was not coated by a thick layer of fungus as I assumed it would be, due to the state of the bed I had just abandoned. Its appearance was quite the opposite―a uniformly polished surface, like a deep brown mirror at my feet. The floorboards seemed less warped. Now they no longer complained every time I stepped on them.

      I straightened as if someone had pulled me up from my spine, rigid with anticipation of something I could not explain. I looked around the room. I had not noticed it from the bed because of the mold, but everything looked cleaner. No, not cleaner. Newer. Everything appeared to be brand-new.

      The furniture, the drapes, the carpet. Even the bedding, despite the mold, looked less worn-out, as if I had been the first person sleeping on it. Now it was possible to appreciate the rich silk threads of the fabrics as though they were fresh out of the store.

      As for the mold… The mold was only above the bed. And not only that. Another thing I was able to see as I studied the ceiling once more was that the walls had a better appearance as well. The paint was no longer chipped or stained.

      “What on earth happened here?” I asked the rejuvenated room.

      I couldn’t wrap my mind around the changes that had occurred overnight. The light coming through the window was not different; it was the same shade of gray as the previous days. The mist seemed hell-bent on staying put, so it wasn’t as if I was suddenly appreciating the bedroom and its contents under bright sunlight.

      Here it was again. The feeling of things being off. It was getting stronger by the minute. I wasn’t quite sure how to deal with any of this but I still needed a shower, so maybe by taking it, I would be able to clear my head.

      I opened the door and, as I crossed the threshold, I stepped on something. It was another type of dust, more granulated and solid than the mold. I lowered my eyes. A stripe of white powder lay at my feet. I had disturbed the line when I accidentally stepped on it.

      Unlike the mold, this substance was easier to recognize. It didn’t represent a health hazard, but its presence outside my bedroom’s door was equally disturbing. At least the fungus was something I could explain somewhat logically. Once again, I squatted and with my free hand, I took some of this white powder to smell it.

      Salt?

      I straightened my legs and let the pinch of salt fall away from my fingers, but I could not take my eyes away from the line.

      “Maybe Liz is right. Maybe I need to get out of here as soon as possible.”

      I walked away from the bedroom with the distinct feeling of being watched. This hallway wasn’t lined from floor to ceiling with members of the Appleton family, as was the case with the corridor leading to Beatrix Appleton’s chambers. Nonetheless, the feeling of not being alone had me looking over my shoulder more than once on my way to the bathroom.

      Perhaps it came from the fact that the enhancements I saw in my bedroom had spilled into the corridor and bathroom. It didn’t look as immaculate as the room I had just left, but still, the improvements were impossible to ignore. The walls, the floor, and even the lamps lighting the way had a better appearance. Once inside the bathroom, the tendency continued, although its strength had decreased significantly. The fixtures looked cleaner, whiter. The faucets had lost that opaque layer of grime I initially saw on them. I had a hard time finding the cracked tiles I’d spotted the day before.

      I turned on the shower and started to undress slowly, trying to achieve my goal with as little movement as possible. I didn’t want mold flying all over the bathroom. The heaviness of my body, the soreness of my muscles, the brain fog, they all seemed to have faded away with the shock of discovering the changes in my surroundings. It wasn’t until I was under the hot water that I felt an increasing burn on my left forearm. When I looked down, it didn’t take long for me to figure out the reason behind the pain.

      “When did I get this?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      I traced the cut on my arm with two fingers. It was tender. I had no idea how I’d managed to suffer―overnight―an injury that ran along the inside of my left forearm. It was three inches long and, by its appearance, it had bled. Maybe all the wrestling I did in my dreams had not been just within the boundaries of my subconscious mind.

      When I went downstairs, it was already midmorning. I wanted to have breakfast and perhaps start to plan my escape from Tom. The thought of abandoning the hill and going back to California made me feel restless. What was I going to do about Mrs. Appleton? I couldn’t leave her alone with the possibility her groundskeeper was her daughter’s murderer. For the first time in my life, running away seemed like the wrong answer.

      At first, I couldn’t figure out why Tom Huddle would want to murder Claire, even if, as Jo said, he had an unrequited interest in her. But on this brand-new morning―and with a clearer head than yesterday―as I moved along the beautiful corridors and the elegant stairs, the reason came to me. Perhaps because the more I walked the manor, the more I appreciated its resilience. Beatrix and Claire Appleton had been two of the three survivors of the Appleton clan, along with Claire’s aunt, Rose.

      Maybe Tom was trying to murder both remaining women and take control of Appleton Hill. It was a fascinating property and even in its current state of decay, I was certain one could gain profit from the land. However, something didn’t add up; it was a somewhat imperfect plan. Maybe Tom was insane. That was an option as well. Not everything had to have a rational explanation. After all, blinding rage didn’t seem like an impossible state to achieve for Tom.

      I reached the ground floor and headed for the kitchen. Mrs. Appleton was nowhere in sight, so I decided to make some breakfast for myself. I had no idea whether she was up or not, but her daughter’s funeral had been the day before. If she wanted to stay the entire day in bed, then that was her prerogative. God knows that’s what I’d have done, if it wasn’t for that ridiculous mold raining on me.

      I opened the fridge and took out some eggs. I was expecting to find it packed with pre-prepared meals, as Mrs. Appleton had indicated. To my surprise, it was a rather common fridge in a rather common kitchen, with no ready-made meals in sight. It was only the third time I had set foot there during my stay at the hill—the improvements to the bedroom and bathroom upstairs had not permeated to the ground floor.

      All the appliances were outdated, and the most disheartening thing was the lack of a coffeemaker. I grabbed the kettle and filled it with water, then turned on the stove and set the kettle upon it. Now I needed to find some tea bags.

      I opened a few cabinets, and I was searching through them when one of the lower cabinet doors suddenly closed itself with a loud noise. Not only did it make me jump, but it also created a tremor on the counter that caused both eggs to roll off and smash on the floor.

      “Dammit!” I grabbed a few paper napkins and knelt to clean the mess. “What was I thinking? Leaving the eggs like that…”

      Another cabinet door made a loud bang behind me.

      And then another.

      I turned on my heels. Nothing moved. The kitchen remained quiet.

      What was going on? I hadn’t seen any open doors when I first walked into the kitchen. Was there a draft somewhere? Just as I was refocusing on the smashed eggs, a new door slammed shut. And another.

      Then, the door in front of the spot where I was cleaning opened itself. Two seconds later, it slammed shut… also by itself, as if it had some sort of wire that a puppet-master was tugging to force the cabinets to clap. I had felt no draft. Although the kitchen did feel colder, and my agitated exhalations became visible white puffs in front of me.

      After that, it was open season for all the doors in the kitchen. This uncoordinated symphony started to unfold around me. It only had two notes―the squeaking sound as the doors opened and the inevitable violent clap as they slammed shut. Still on my knees and numbed by the increasing commotion, I crouched down as much as possible, trying to make myself invisible to the open fire.

      The kettle started to whistle, and it only seemed to intensify the ferocity of the cabinets.

      “Althea? What are you doing?”

      I barely managed to look over my shoulder and found Mrs. Appleton at the kitchen’s entrance. Her eyes shifted from me to the boiling kettle. Her face deflated, changing from curiosity to rage.

      “For the love of God, turn off the burner!” she screamed at me, trying to leap out of her chair to do it herself.

      I scrambled to follow her orders and when I finally got hold of the knob and turned off the burner, all the maddening racket around us came to a halt.

      The doors stopped.

      And the kettle became silent.

      I was so shaken up by the insane situation that I could only get to my feet by holding on to the counter. I turned to face Mrs. Appleton, scared of what she might say to me after her screaming, a side of her I had never witnessed before. To my surprise, she looked composed. The peaceful look on her face was once again there, as if nothing had happened.

      “I’m-I’m sorry… I-I just wanted to-to…” I stuttered, trying to form an intelligent sentence that would get me out of trouble. But why was I in trouble? I had no idea what I had done to set off her whiplash reaction.

      “Oh, don’t worry, dear. It’s just that the stove has a gas leak. It’s dangerous to use it. Were you trying to make yourself some breakfast?”

      “Yes, I was, uh, looking for some tea bags.”

      “Cupboard. Two doors to your left,” she cheerfully informed me.

      Does she have a gas leakage that makes the cabinet doors open and close by themselves?

      I found the tea bags where Mrs. Appleton had indicated. As I fished one out of the box and placed it in a mug on the counter, I could barely hold the question bubbling up inside me. I offered Mrs. Appleton a cup of tea.

      “Thank you, dear, that would be very nice. Would you like me to make you a sandwich? I think that would be a much safer option.” She moved to the fridge without waiting for my response and opened the door.

      “Mrs. Appleton?”

      “Yes, dear?” She didn’t even look in my direction. She was focusing on fetching the right ingredients for my sandwich.

      I repeated my question, this time out loud. “Do you have a gas leakage that makes your cupboard doors open and close by themselves?”

      “Of course not, dear. That was probably a draft. You know how these old houses can be.” She dismissed my concerns while struggling to get the bread from the fridge. I had to step in and help her with the cheese, as it was stored all the way at the back on the top shelf.

      What had happened to all the prepared food she talked about? As she approached the kitchen table, I wondered about her situation in the house. Although I had seen the electric chair for the staircase and some ramps to help her move around, it seemed like this woman did not live here. Could that be possible? Could it be that Beatrix Appleton had been faking her living situation?

      No, that is ridiculous. Why would she do that?

      I picked up our cups and headed to the table where Mrs. Appleton had finished preparing my sandwich. I had to steady my hands as I was still shaken by the recent craziness. I placed the teas on the wooden surface and she handed the sandwich to me as I slid a cup towards her.

      “So, what are your plans for today?”

      “Nothing much.” My legs were still wobbly as I took a seat at the table. “I am thinking about grabbing a book and reading out in the gardens. Maybe write something,” I lied. Truth was that since I’d woken up all I wanted to do was spend some time alone in the manor, appreciating its magnificence in silence. I wanted to be able to investigate every nook and cranny and discover all its hidden spots.

      “Are you writing your next movie? This is a great place to get inspired. All the history of the hill.” She smiled with pride. “I have some great stories of my ancestors if you ever want to hear them. It would be so exciting if you bring a film crew here and shoot a movie!” Beatrix carried on without waiting for any sort of input on my part. “Being around famous actors and watching how they get their hair and makeup done. How thrilling!”

      I was taken aback by her sudden eagerness.

      “Yes, Appleton Hill is a perfect place. But it would have to be done before you sell the property, right?”

      This seemed to faze her for a moment. The fact that she was going to get rid of the hill had slipped her mind, thus my question threw her off-track on her dreams of… location stardom? Was that even a thing?

      “Of course, of course. Who knows? Maybe I can sell it to someone who will allow you to rent it out. I could make the lawyer add a special clause in the contract. Did I ever tell you that in my youth people always mistook me for Lana Turner?”

      I entertained her Hollywood ramblings until I finished my breakfast, as it was evident she was invested in talking about lighter affairs. I got to my feet and asked Mrs. Appleton if she needed help with anything at all, but she replied she was planning on spending a quiet day by herself. I walked towards the kitchen’s entrance and, before leaving, I asked one more question that seemed of vital importance to me, but it did not carry the same weight to her.

      “Have you heard from your sister Rose, Mrs. Appleton? Any news when she might be arriving at the hill?”

      “Sadly, no. I wasn’t able to get ahold of her. The phone lines must be down as well.”
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      I went out to the garden with a notebook and a pen. Yes, I had initially packed those items to jot down ideas that might come up for stories. I always carry something like that with me just in case; I don’t like to type it out on a note in my phone. Right now, this notebook had become the perfect façade for my little excursion around the hill.

      Mrs. Appleton had kept going on and on about how exciting it would be to shoot a movie in her property and how it could restore the manor to its former glory. So when she saw me coming down from my room armed with pen and paper, she not only had a big smile on her face but also decided I needed space to work; therefore, she retreated to her bedroom. I felt guilty; this was the first time I’d seen her expressing happiness since I’d set foot on the hill.

      Yet, I couldn’t quite come clean to her. What I hoped to do was a one-person-only adventure. I wanted to map out the hill―as much as I could, considering my drawing skills were very poor―but I needed to figure out where things were. I did remember a basic layout from back when Claire and I used to hang out almost daily at the shelter. Now all the plants, bushes, wild grass, creepers―you name it―everything was overgrown to the point of suffocation, and it had covered most of the reference points I remembered.

      Although the purpose of this secret investigation was not to make a film, it was nevertheless a selfish one. I wanted to find the shelter. I knew Tom had said it didn’t exist and that Claire had him dismantle the place, but I never believed him. After what Jo told me, I was now convinced the shed was still standing. I didn’t believe Claire would tear down anything that could hold memories of her father. She missed him constantly—when we were kids, anyway. And this was a huge problem. Everything I knew, all the information I held inside me, was outdated.

      I stepped down the front porch and sat on the last step. It looked exactly like the day before, the vines created an intricate carpet of branches and leaves coming and going in all directions. It was uncanny how the vegetation grew on the hill. Shouldn’t the place be dead and barren? It was winter, after all.

      I found a blank page in my notepad and started to draw. The first thing I wanted to do was to create a sketch of my memories of the place. The idea was to design it like a map, as if I were seeing it from above. I drew deformed shapes that represented the hill, and I set the manor in the center of it all. I marked the endless chain of steps leading up from the road to the main entrance of the house. At the back of the manor, I drew the driveway twisting and turning until reaching one of the side streets.

      “Now, looking at this from above, the street to my right would be…” I wrote Emerson St. on the right edge of my sheet.

      One of the few paths that was still clear―and that I not only remembered but had traveled on―was the one encircling the house. It was a flagstone path that led to the back entrance where the driveway began. I enclosed the manor in a circle. From the loose pieces of my memory, I understood that the trails leading into the gardens would branch from this circular stone path. This was as far as I could go into the past without moving. I got to my feet. It was time to explore.

      I thought the shelter was farther left, at the back of the house. So that would place it closer to the driveway. I untangled some vines that had hooked their green claws into my jeans’ back pockets, and I was on my way. I skirted the house in the direction of the driveway, paying attention to any sign that a path might start somewhere… anywhere…

      I had walked a quarter of that circle, halfway to the driveway, when I spotted what seemed like a gravel path. It was only visible on occasion, due to the proliferation of wild foliage that was eating it away. I stepped on bushes and moved aside wild grass until I was able to set the path free.

      “Okay, I don’t remember this one, but I’m gonna write it down anyway.” I marked this new track on the map and set off to find out where it might lead. After all, I had all day to figure out how Appleton Hill worked. Even if it was a herculean task.

      I had trotted downhill for a good half an hour when the elusive gravel trail finally opened up into a clearing. I could not believe my eyes. Nestled among all the mind-bending foliage that grew without rhyme or reason, this open space seemed like an awkward blessing.

      However, it wasn’t completely bare. There was a group of statues. Human-shaped, made from some type of red stone I had never seen before. Some of the stone people were sitting, some were reading. There was a beautiful woman dancing, and the effect of the vermillion stone dress floating around her as she twirled was hypnotic. Just like everything else in Appleton Hill. They were arranged in a circle, forming several rings. The inner ring had three statues. The second had six, and the third nine.

      What fascinated me was the fact that there wasn’t a single branch or leaf touching these sculptures. Although the gravel from the path had disappeared once inside the clearing, the grass was trimmed, and no bush or vine dared to enter this exclusive circle. I presumed this was Tom’s work, considering he did not care for the porch or the back entrance.

      I walked around this assortment of petrified people and decided to venture into the red garden. Stepping into the circle created a peculiar sensation. The air felt warmer inside. I walked up to the center first and studied those stern faces. These represented older people, showing them in dignified postures. In some cases, I felt I was looking at a king or queen sitting on their throne. The younger ones were shown in a less formal manner, mostly doing leisure activities.

      Overall, the young outnumbered the old. I found this to be strange. With most family memorials, pantheons, or whatever these statues represented, finding a majority of older people was the norm. I spotted an inscription at the base of one of the older male figures, the one placed at the center of the arrangement. I squatted down to take a better look.

      “Henry Appleton,” I read out loud. I turned around and browsed through the inscriptions on the surrounding statues. Every one had the Appleton surname. “They represent the Appleton family.”

      I got to my feet and studied the face of Henry Appleton. I had seen him before in a painting.

      “You’re one of the guys who keep Beatrix company, aren’t you, Henry?”

      I examined the rest of the faces. Some I recognized from Beatrix’s walls, and some I didn’t. As I moved to the exterior circles, one of the statues representing a young female stopped me cold.

      “Claire?” I asked as if I were expecting the human-shaped stone to answer me.

      Although the material was far from having the plasticity of flesh and skin, her facial features were unmistakable. I got to my knees again and read the inscription at her feet.

      “Claire Appleton,” I confirmed my suspicions. I had no idea Mrs. Appleton had had this statue commissioned to commemorate the life of her daughter. “I wonder why Claire never used her father’s last name. She never explained why.”

      Looking back, I now realize the overwhelming presence of the Appleton name would have been too powerful for any man to fight against. If the Appletons wanted their offspring to carry the name, regardless of who was the father, then I doubt it was possible to find a way to bend their will. And why would anyone refuse a powerful name? I sure wished I had such a privilege.

      Still squatting down, I looked around me, trying to find a statue with a different surname. I wanted to know if this was an Appleton-only affair or if the family had let Claire’s father in. I had no idea what his full name was; I only remembered his first name was Charles. Although Claire had talked about how much she missed him, her father was a faceless figure to me who never carried the same weight as Mrs. Appleton.

      “Wait…” A name caught my eye. “Rose Appleton? What is she doing here?”

      I’d thought this was a stone garden for the dead. I straightened and gazed at her face. I was clueless as to how Aunt Rose looked, so I couldn’t verify if it was the same person Beatrix had mentioned to me. Maybe it was a name that ran in the family.

      I stepped out of the circle, feeling the cold embracing me once again. I had spent more time on this than I’d anticipated, so I decided to head back. I put my notepad and pen to use once again. In my notebook, at the end of this trail leading from the stone path encircling the house, I wrote Garden of statues. Red was the only other note I added to the description.

      I retraced my steps as it was evident there was no other way to get back to the house. Getting lost on the hill on a cold and foggy January day didn’t seem like a good idea. The mist had lifted a little from Ashwell that morning, so the winter was now making itself felt.

      I hadn’t walked that far when the hint of a new trail caught my eye. This one forked to my right from the path I was on. I marked it on my map and proceeded along it. It didn’t take me too long to find out it was a trail that connected two different routes―one that led me to the garden of statues, and one that took me to a greenhouse. This greenhouse was completely out of shape. It was evident no one had cared for it for decades.

      Needless to say, nature had wreaked havoc on the place. Every window, every doorknob, every single table and each crack on the floor and on the walls had greenery running through or around it. The greenhouse was quite large, with an upper-level that you could reach by climbing a rusty, circular staircase. But the place itself was impossible to access. You could see nature in full force in there, so attempting to enter and take a closer look was impossible and, ultimately, pointless. This wasn’t Claire’s shelter.

      I marked it on my map to record its existence, realizing that was only one of the two things I could do there. The other one was to walk around the greenhouse and see if the trail continued.

      I had circled it completely, believing there was nothing more after the greenhouse and that I would have to walk back empty-handed, when I discovered another detour. One that eventually turned out to be shorter than any of the other tracks I had already traveled along. This led me to an old brewery. The door wasn’t locked, so I was able to step into a small construction where cobwebs and grime fought against foliage to take over hoses and beer pumps, jugs, an assortment of unidentifiable stainless-steel containers, and as many glass bottles as one can imagine.

      “So at some point, the Appleton family thought that brewing their own beer was fun.”

      I looked around me, casting a light with my cell phone and trying to figure out what was what. The smell of beer was still palpable, and it mixed with that of rotten wood. I marked this place on my map as well, along with the trail that led to it, and headed back.

      Once again at the greenhouse, I followed the trail that―if I guessed correctly―would lead me to the main house. It took me a while, a few wrong turns here and there, but eventually I found myself back on the flagstone path where everything had started. It was well past noon, and I was starving. I decided to step back into the house for a quick lunch. I was now closer to the back entrance, which led to the kitchen, so I headed in that direction. It didn’t take long for me to realize I’d made a bad call.

      Dammit!

      Tom’s truck was parked in the driveway, and he was loading things onto the back. There was no way I could get to the kitchen without him noticing me.
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      There was nothing else to do but hold my head up high and, at most, say a quick hello as a courtesy.

      As if he cared about manners.

      I adjusted my coat and headed for the kitchen door, avoiding all type of eye contact.

      “You’re still here?” he asked, and I froze in place. All of Jo’s warnings came rushing back to me.

      “Hi, Tom. Yes, I’m still here.” I wanted to say that I was an optical illusion, that I wasn’t really standing there. But I didn’t think trying to be smart was a good way to deal with this guy. “Well, nice talking to you. Goodbye.”

      I was climbing the ivy-covered steps when he said, “It’s not true. Whatever she said to you, it’s not true. I don’t care what you think about me personally, but I wouldn’t want anyone to believe such things about me.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I retorted, finally reaching the doorknob. “No one told me anything about you.”

      “Stop it, Althea. I saw you and Jo―Officer Brookmeyer—talking last night.” I pulled the knob, but the damned door wouldn’t open. “I saw the way she looked at me and how you followed along. I know the police think I murdered Claire. But that’s not what happened. I’m sorry she has a hard time believing that Claire committed suicide, but that is the truth. There is no other explanation.”

      I couldn’t open the door, not even using my entire bodyweight. I really didn’t want that conversation to take place, but I felt I was being held hostage. I was trapped outside with a potential killer.

      I heard him opening the truck door, and for a moment I hoped he would leave. Unfortunately, that quickly faded when I heard the same door being slammed shut, followed by his steps approaching me. I decided this conversation had taken on a level of unspoken violence that was too dangerous.

      “I’m going to try the front door,” I announced and turned on my heels, trying to escape his presence. But he was already behind me. Only three steps separated us. I couldn’t run away now; it was too late.

      “Here,” he said.

      By that point, I was scared enough that I had not stopped to make sense of the two paper bags he was carrying until he offered them to me. They were grocery bags.

      “What’s that?” I asked, unable to disguise the distrust I knew was invading my face. I noticed my body retreating, almost trying to fuse itself with the door.

      “Every week I do the grocery shopping for Mrs. Appleton. This is hers. Can you take them inside, please?”

      His stare was as intense as it had been when he picked me up at the airport. To be completely honest, I didn’t want to grab the bags. Not only because it would mean reducing the short distance separating us, which had become my last safety buffer, but also because I didn’t want him to see my hands were trembling.

      “Why don’t you get them inside yourself? I’m sure she has to pay you for them.”

      “I can’t go inside.” Tom climbed the first step, and I flinched. “Please, grab the bags and take them to the kitchen. Mrs. Appleton always leaves the money on the counter. Just grab it and get it to me, please.”

      “Why can’t you go inside the house?”

      Tom looked down at the bags and hesitated. He shook his head and exhaled loudly, apparently giving up any resistance to my questioning.

      “It’s a promise I made to Claire, okay?” He refocused his eyes on me. “Can you help me keep it?”

      Tom knew he was hitting a weak spot and he muffled his brute ways to win my sympathy. I wasn’t quite sure what he was saying was true; it sounded ridiculous. At the same time, if it was true, I would have never forgiven myself for refusing.

      Get it together, Althea. If he wanted to hurt you, he would’ve done it by now, I encouraged myself while trying to control my agitated breathing. I gave in and took a step down, just enough to be able to grab the grocery bags.

      “Let me help you with the door.” He passed by me, and his closeness gave me goosebumps.

      Tom opened the door by pushing it instead of pulling the doorknob, as I had done. I couldn’t believe how stupidly scared out of my mind I had been to not realize what I was doing. I climbed the step to enter the house while Tom remained by the door, holding it ajar. Instead of letting go of the doorknob to let me in, he held it tighter, creating a barrier with his arm and impeding me from going any farther.

      “She was a cutter, you know? Did Jo tell you that? Claire had cuts all over her body. Her suicide was not the first time she had tried to hurt herself.” Tom spoke in a hushed voice, as if sharing a secret with me.

      I kept looking ahead while he said it. His close proximity shattered the last thread of security I harbored. I didn’t want him to see in my eyes that he was right―Claire’s vicious habit was a secret no one had shared with me.

      “I’ll get your money,” I spat out and pushed the door with my body, forcing him to let go of the doorknob.

      With a brisk walk, I reached the kitchen in no time. I dropped the bags on the counter and grabbed the money Tom said would be there. It came along with a note―another grocery list—so I took both. I was about to head out again, but I took a moment to settle myself. It was confusing dealing with this man. He seemed menacing but, at the same time, he did things that appeared to be selfless. Things that a good Samaritan would do, such as buying groceries for a woman confined to a wheelchair.

      He was right about Jo, too. She never told me about the cuts, and she did mention the forensic report. Jo must’ve known what her body looked like. Why would she choose to say only half the truth?

      I held on to the counter, trying to stop my legs from turning into butter sticks and melt all over the kitchen floor.

      “Althea? Did you find the money?” Tom called from the garden.

      “Coming!”

      I took one last breath to steady myself and headed for the door. Claire’s cutting habit was not the only question in my head. Why couldn’t Tom go inside the house? If it was a lie, it was a ridiculous one. I kept playing with my mismatched thoughts while approaching the gardener with wariness. My arm was extended in front of me, holding out the money along with the grocery list, while maintaining a safe distance.

      “Are you okay? You look a little pale,” he said with a concerned look, placing the money in his pocket without even bothering to count it. I nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced.

      “It’s very thoughtful of you to do the grocery shopping for her, now that the nurse is gone.”

      “It’s not a big deal. I started doing it with Claire about a year ago, when Marguerite left, so she wouldn’t have to carry all those groceries on her bicycle.” Tom carelessly read the new grocery list. “Do you like chicken?” he asked out of the blue. It caught me off guard; I was still considering his last statement. Had Mrs. Appleton said her nurse’s name was Marguerite?

      “Yeah, I do. How do you know that?”

      “It’s on the list,” he said with a timid smile while waving the piece of paper in the air. “They never bought chicken―Claire… Mrs. Appleton and her daughter don’t like it.”

      Tom said goodbye and climbed down the steps where he had been waiting for me, not without untangling some ivy branches from his shoelaces first.

      “Stupid weeds,” I heard him mutter while an idea formed in my head.

      “Hey, Tom!” I shouted as he reached his truck. “Do you know where Claire’s bicycle might be?”

      “She always kept it in the storage room. Right there.”

      He pointed to a place not too distant from where I was standing. I quickly stepped down to the driveway and followed his finger, finding a door six feet away from the back entrance. I hadn’t paid attention to it before, probably because it was much smaller and more discreet than the heavily embellished oak doors that gave way into the manor. Tom got into his truck, and I realized that my fear of him had given up its place to all the questions our encounter had prompted in me.

      Didn’t Mrs. Appleton say her nurse left a week ago? I asked myself while the truck disappeared downhill. How did she know I was going to be there next week? Maybe she had spoken to Rose at last. A stiff smile formed on my face as I scratched the back of my neck. I knew when I was heading back home. That was good… despite the bitter taste the thought awakened in me.
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      I looked up and saw them. Hanging above my head, carelessly stretching their copper and plastic arms toward me. The cables that Claire used to hang herself―or that someone else used to end her life―were coming out through a hole in the ceiling.

      The lamp wasn’t missing, which made the entire thing even more bizarre. Although it was covered in rust and some crystal drops were absent, it was still possible to appreciate the magnificence of the piece in its skeletal form. It looked like someone had pushed aside the chandelier just enough to expose part of the hole from where the cables were stemming.

      Jo had been right about the strangeness of this bedroom as a murder scene. I turned around and studied the door with more care. I could see now, even from a distance, that the area around the lock looked battered. Someone had wrestled with it.

      “Which also confirms this is Claire’s bedroom, despite its deterioration.”

      I had taken the time to go through every single unlocked door on that floor to check if I could find any other place with wires hanging out like that. None of the other rooms had this characteristic. In fact, Claire’s bedroom was the worst when it came to lack of maintenance. The decay in here was like no other room I had seen. There was a special kind of neglect lingering about the place.

      I checked my phone. It was almost 5:00 p.m. A little too late to be out in the cold, riding a bike through Ashwell. Nonetheless, that was what I was going to do. I needed to know. I needed to unveil the reasons behind Claire’s death. Everyone seemed to have a piece of information they refused to share with others, and that needed to stop.

      “This is the reason, isn’t it, Claire?” I asked out loud, quite unsure of why I was doing it. “This is the reason why I feel this suffocating sensation around me, why the air feels so dense and polluted when I try to mention you. Because your own life was polluted with secrets.”

      The crystal drops from the chandelier swung delicately, as if a breeze was making them rock from side to side. Except there was no breeze because the window was locked, and the structure itself remained in place. Only the dust-covered prisms moved.

      “I knew it. All of this can’t be my imagination. It wasn’t just a stress-induced dream. You were here the other night, right? In my dreams? You led me to this room.”

      A nonexistent gust of air shook the drops again and dust rained upon me.

      “I’m gonna take that as a yes.”

      I was surprised at how easily I accepted that the ghost of Claire was still lingering among those walls. But in a way, I felt relieved. Relieved that I wasn’t slowly losing my mind. Relieved that the initial sensation of weirdness I felt creeping up under my skin and taking shape was not just me. I wasn’t creating impossible storylines for a movie I was directing in my head.

      “How do I know I am speaking to Claire? How do I know you are not someone else who inhabited this house? Tell me how old you were when you died.”

      The crystals’ rocking came to a stop. In a more delicate manner than before, the drops began to move separately. One prism shook first, then another, then another. She was counting. And I began counting with her. One, two, three, four…

      “Thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two.”

      The last teardrop moved. After reaching number thirty-two, all of them became immobile.

      “Th-that’s right. You were thirty-two years old.”

      I felt a growing lump in my throat pressuring tears to come out of me, but I knew I couldn’t afford them. If I started crying now―despite how happy and sad it made me knowing I could have a conversation with someone I believed I’d lost forever―then I would never stop. I needed to keep my initial idea in mind.

      “Do you think I should talk to Jo?”

      Once again, the crystal teardrops hanging above my head danced with ease.

      “How about Tom? Do I need to talk to him?”

      What initially had been an easy-breezy swing now became a violent shake. The delicate music I had enjoyed with the previous answers created by the soft touch of the drops, was now a frenetic cacophony of clashing crystals.  Instinctively, I covered my head with my arms and jumped to the side, moving away from under the chandelier. I feared that, given the state of decay the lamp was in, some teardrops would fall on me.

      “Okay, okay. You don’t want me to talk to Tom, is that it?” The chandelier was now overtaken by this incessant trembling, like an earthquake affecting only that part of the ceiling. This frenzy made me shiver. I thought the whole chandelier would come down on me, creating a big Phantom of the Opera mess.

      “I won’t talk to him! I promise! I’ll leave him out of this!” I yelled at the ceiling, believing I needed to surpass in volume the disturbing noise to get to Claire.

      It worked. The skeleton of the chandelier stopped its convulsive movements, and all the teardrops followed suit a few seconds later. Eventually, the silence returned to the room as I witnessed the lamp going back to being an inanimate object once again.

      “I won’t say a thing to Tom, Claire. Don’t worry about that.”

      A screeching sound followed by white noise filled the room and I could swear my heart stopped beating for a few seconds. I had grown used to listening to my own voice, and only my voice. Soon after that, a soul song from the 70s inundated the place. It was coming from the radio I had seen previously next to the stack of moldy magazines. This was a new way of communication for Claire. If I listened carefully, the song told the story of a man leaving his unfulfilled dreams of fame and fortune to go back to Georgia. Just like vintage clothes, Claire loved old classics when it came to music. As for myself, among the reigning chaos, all I could piece together out of this was that Tom was leaving Ashwell. What dreams was he leaving behind?

      “You don’t want him to be a part of this, I get it. He’s leaving town, I get it!”

      I rushed to the radio as the volume was increasing; I didn’t want Mrs. Appleton’s attention turned on me. That poor woman already had enough without knowing that the spirit of her deceased daughter was running amok. I practically launched myself at the ancient appliance and pulled the plug, but the music wouldn’t stop. The female voice kept singing to me about following her man, with a volume that was growing louder by the second.

      “I get it! I won’t talk to him! Claire, make it stop! Your mother will hear us!”

      I grabbed the radio with the intention of placing it under the covers and throwing some pillows on it to muffle the sound, and the room became mute once again. This silence was like ice emanating from the radio, creeping up my arms, permeating through the layers of my clothes without mercy. It was invading my body like a chilling gangrene. The air seemed solid; I could reach out and touch it.

      For a moment, the lights dimmed and every object in the room turned darker as if a new layer of grime had been applied all over when I blinked. Then I heard it.

      Wood cracking. Outside. In the hallway.

      The floor grumbled under some sort of weight. And it was fading away with each passing second. Someone was walking away from Claire’s bedroom. All of Jo’s recommendations about staying clear of Tom came flooding back to me. Perhaps the conversation we had in the kitchen had encouraged him to follow me.

      He saw the terror in my eyes. He knows I’m onto him.

      It could also be there was another type of presence on the other side of the door. I knew it wasn’t Claire; she didn’t give me that sense of dread I was experiencing at that moment. But it didn’t mean there couldn’t be more spirits in the house, even evil ones. I needed to find out what was going on outside the bedroom before it was too late. I had remained among the darkness for years, quiet and accepting of the cobweb of ignorance Claire had spun around me to prevent me from finding out why she had pushed me out of her life. Now I needed to know.

      I dropped the radio on the bed and ran to the door. I had to wrestle with the battered lock to open it. By the time I was able to step into the corridor, the footsteps had evaporated into silence and shadows. With careful steps, I moved farther into the hallway, always staring intently to my right, the direction the footsteps had taken.

      I walked down the hallway, following the invisible sound―crumbs the footsteps had left behind―until I reached the end.

      Everything remained the same.

      I tried to stay as silent as possible to hear if the footsteps were going downstairs―as this corridor led to the staircase―but I couldn’t catch a thing. Yet, I knew what I’d heard. Someone had been there. It wasn’t my imagination.

      I’m not crazy.

      As if my own thoughts were Claire’s cue, a nasal female vocalist began singing on the radio I had left behind on the bed about how crazy she and I were for feeling alone. It was a new song, but this time I recognized it instantly. Not only because it was another classic, but because it was the melody I heard intertwined with my nightmares.

      Being mocked by a ghost was the last thing I needed. I retraced my steps to the bedroom and found myself facing the radio once again.

      “Shut up, Claire. You’re the one who’s crazy.”
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      I ran up to my bedroom and hid the radio/walkie-talkie-from-beyond in my suitcase. I snatched my coat and satchel and headed to the back entrance of the manor, aiming for the storage room where Tom said Claire kept her bicycle.

      As soon as I opened the door, a chill ran down my spine.

      Tom’s truck. Parked in the driveway. Again.

      I swallowed hard, trying to ignore the gritty feeling invading my throat. The mere sight of his vehicle made all the fluids in my body come to a sudden halt.

      Dammit… Maybe those footsteps were not some spirit presence. Maybe it was the murderer returning to the scene of the crime.

      “What are you doing out here again?” Tom showed up suddenly and blasted this question at me.

      “What are you doing here again?” I retorted, trying to put my poker face on.

      I hated that every time we met I looked like a deer in headlights. Maybe Tom didn’t notice it, but I certainly felt it. Ever since I had set foot in Ashwell―and even before that, at the airport―I had the undeniable sensation of being a helpless creature when he was around.

      “I thought you were done for the day,” I stated, focusing on smoothing away the trembling in my voice.

      Tom had come through some lost spot among the gardens, carrying a rope and a shovel that he tossed in the back of his truck.

      “I forgot a few things. I need them for work first thing in the morning, so―”

      “You use a rope to trim a garden?” The moment the question flew out of my mouth, I mentally kicked myself. Why was I trying to have a face-off with a potential killer?

      “I don’t use it to trim the grass, Althea. I’m working tomorrow at a property where I’m taking down a few trees. Sometimes you can wrap a rope around the branches to pull them down if you’re working in an unconventional place for a tree.”

      “Oh, I thought all you needed for that was an ax. I guess that’s why I’m not a gardener,” was what my stupid mouth managed to say. Sure, go ahead, you idiot. Encourage him to bring an ax as well; that sounds like a swell idea.

      “Yeah, that too.”

      Tom searched his pockets and, once he’d found his car keys, reached for the truck’s door. But something from the unorthodox conversation I had held with Claire popped back up in my head. If I had already done so much talking, doing some more wouldn’t hurt.

      “Tom, what…” The gardener watched me as my mind scrambled, trying to find the right words to ask a question that would tell me something I already knew. “What are you going to do when Mrs. Appleton sells the property? I mean, she’s worried about you.” I started to weave a lie that wouldn’t make me look like a snoop. “She doesn’t want to leave you without a job. Since you mentioned this other gig you have, I thought maybe I could set her mind at ease.”

      “Tell her not to worry about me.” He shook his head. “I’m planning on leaving Ashwell.”

      I don’t know if it happened literally, but figuratively I felt my jaw hit the floor. I didn’t ask him if he was changing Ashwell for Georgia; I was too paralyzed to articulate any coherent thought.

      “I need to get away from here. It’s time. It’s time for a fresh start.” Tom lowered his head and fiddled with the keys. “Tell Mrs. Appleton I’ll be back in a couple of days,” he said curtly, getting in his truck and slamming the door shut. Tom never looked back, and I felt there was something in his eyes he was trying to hide from me.

      I waited for the truck to―once again―disappear downhill before heading for the storage room. I opened the door without difficulty, as it was unlocked, like everything else here in Appleton Hill. The place was pitch-black, and I couldn’t find a light switch. I was careful to look for a rock first to use as a doorstop, then I descended the three steps leading into the room, using my cell phone to illuminate the way.

      I swung the beam around, looking for Claire’s bicycle. In a far corner, something shone under my light. The parts of the bicycle not covered in rust had reflected the light back at me, allowing me to find the two-wheeled vehicle. I gave it a good look, as much as it was possible inside that room, anyway. Although it appeared to be at least fifteen years old, it seemed strong enough to carry me where I wanted to go. The bicycle was stored in a dusty corner of the room, leaning against some suitcases that drew my attention immediately. The luggage looked reasonably new, which made them a beacon of light among all the dark decay infecting Appleton Manor from top to bottom.

      “Well, those are the first things in shape I’ve seen in this house since... ever.”

      I carried the bicycle outside, lifting it over the steps to the driveway. It had a basket at the front, so I decided to fit my satchel in there. I hadn’t been on a bike in ten, maybe even fifteen years. As I got on the bike, my lack of balance was more than apparent. But if I wanted some form of transportation to gain independence, this would have to do.

      Although, perhaps riding downhill was not the best idea. Maybe I needed to walk down the driveway and start from there. Landing face-first on Emerson Street didn’t sound so good. I started down the driveway when something attracted my attention to my right. Despite the gardens―if one could call them that―still being a maze of tall grass, untamed bushes, and wild vines, this specific spot looked like it had been trimmed.

      The grass was shorter. A shrub had dried up. And the vines had retreated from the area.

      I leaned closer to the right edge of the path to take a better look. The wings were the first thing I saw. They were also the only recognizable parts I could make out of the black blob that lay there, lifeless, in the center of this place. It was a bat, and its small body appeared to be broken.

      Maybe an animal had eaten the poor thing. I remembered the noises I had heard the previous night when I was trying to find a phone signal. However, a question arose soon after. I looked up to a sky that, as always, was hidden behind a heavy curtain of mist. Something had to make it descend. Maybe it had hit a tree? That seemed a strange option for an animal that didn’t need a working set of eyes to fly. Maybe it was sick.

      That didn’t convince me either, as animals tend to avoid eating other creatures that die of a disease, but I didn’t have time to keep pondering this bizarre encounter. The sun was going down, and I needed to get going.

      However, the image of the mangled bat stayed with me. I hadn’t noticed it before, but I had never seen a single living animal up on the hill. Not now and not when I was a teenager. Claire never had a pet. I knew it was a cold winter, but with the amount of vegetation surrounding the house, you would expect the place to be infested with insects. And yet, the silence around me did nothing but denounce the complete absence of birds.
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        * * *

      

      I parked Claire’s bike outside the police station. I couldn’t believe anyone would want to steal that rusted carcass, so I simply left it there and walked in. I was hoping to find Jo still on duty, but if that was not the case, I was prepared to ask for her home address and pedal my way there. I didn’t like that idea; I wanted to talk to Jo as soon as possible and be done with it. Luckily for me, she was still at work. She was having a cup of coffee with a colleague when she saw me. Her facial expression changed drastically, from relaxed at the end of the day to code red.

      “What happened?” was the first thing out of her mouth. “I told you to call me from the hill. If something happened, you don’t need to come all the way here. Did you leave Mrs. Appleton alone?”

      “Jo, calm down. Nothing happened. I just want to ask you something. Mrs. Appleton is okay. Can we talk”―I looked over her shoulder to her colleague, who was still behind the desk drinking a coffee of his own―“in private?”
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry, it’s a small station. We don’t have much privacy.” Jo squirmed on her seat once we’d accommodated ourselves inside one of the cruisers. Although the seats smelled like perspiration mixed with coffee and cigarettes, there was nothing to apologize for, and I told her so.

      “Well, what is it? What do you want to talk about?”

      Jo turned on her seat towards me. I couldn’t face her. I knew what I was about to unleash upon her was in part rational, but mostly it had an illogical foundation. I felt as though I was trying to stand strong on moving sands. I kept looking out through the windshield when she asked me again.

      “Okay, now you’re scaring me, Althea.”

      There was no good way to start this conversation, so I just threw myself into it in the hopes that Jo would catch me.

      “Did Claire have cuts on her body? Did the forensic report mention anything about her being a... cutter?” I could barely find the strength to call my friend by that name. But there was no other way to get out of this fire than walking through the burning door.

      “Who told you that?”

      Jo was upset and surprised all at once. So was I. Her question was the equivalent of an affirmative answer, and I did not anticipate it. I had entered that car fully expecting to be proved wrong. Jo did not catch me; I fell flat on my face.

      “Why didn’t you tell me that, Jo?” I faced her for the first time.

      “Because I wanted to spare you the details, Althea. If anything, I wish I didn’t know them myself. Now, who told you about the cuts?”

      I sighed and let myself fall back in my seat.

      “Tom.”

      “What? That’s great! I told you to stay away from him. Why are you talking to that guy?”

      “Because at least he’s not keeping things from me. And because I think he might be right.” Jo’s eyes were piercing me now, like lasers of fury. “If Claire cut herself to alleviate the pain, then it would fit with her being depressed enough to commit suicide.”

      “Oh, so you think I left information out to make my hypothesis sound better?”

      The silence between us grew thicker and thicker, mostly due to Jo expecting an answer I wasn’t about to give.

      “Fine,” she said. “Do you want an explanation? Here it is: I left the cuts out of what I told you at the bar because they don’t fit with the pattern usually seen on a person with self-harm behavior. They are long cuts, and they were made following a logic that leads us nowhere―along parts of the body that would bleed significantly, but always staying away from important veins. Aside from that, someone who is in a deep state of depression and cuts herself is more likely to commit suicide by going deeper into the same practice. Claire was not found with her wrists slashed open. She was hanging from the ceiling. We don’t know how she managed to do it without a ladder. If anything, those wounds that Tom so kindly mentioned to you were done to Claire to hurt her, maybe even to bleed her out. God knows what he had in mind when he did them.”

      Jo had not said it, but I was quickly arriving at the finish line she wanted me to reach. She was right, after all. I instantly regretted having those images in my head.

      “Are you saying Tom tortured her?”

      “It’s possible. It’s one of the two options we’re working on.”

      I asked for the other theory. I dreaded the answer, but backing down now would render my trip to the station useless.

      “That they were in some form of sadomasochist and/or abusive relationship, and things got out of hand… Those are all possibilities, since we have so little information. Either Claire subjected herself willingly to being injured, or they were performed against her will. Everything boils down to that.”

      I went back to looking through the windshield. There were two more things ruminating in my mind. Two ideas that were complete opposites and created nothing but confusion around my own thoughts on Claire’s death. In any case, I would have felt sorry if I didn’t say them, because just like Jo, I couldn’t do anything with that information.

      “What are you thinking, Althea?”

      Her law enforcement sense of smell picked up immediately that I was withholding information from her.

      “I think you need to start considering the, uh, the second theory.” I sensed Jo’s eyes scanning my face for more information. “Tom said that Claire had cuts all over her body. How did he know that? The only option for him to know her so intimately is that they were together.”

      “Well, that seems like an important piece of information. Maybe you need to come tomorrow and make a statement― What?” Jo noticed I was still not focusing on her. Cold sweat was running down my back. I could not hide the fact I had more to share. “Spit it out, Althea. We’re never going to figure it out if you don’t tell me everything you know.”

      This time the answer came without words. I managed to take off my coat and then pulled up my sweater’s sleeve, exposing my forearm.

      “Were Claire’s wounds like this one?”

      It was the first time I had seen Jo speechless. She always had an answer ready. Not now. Not today. Jo stretched out her fingers to touch the red line running along my arm with trembling fingers. And when she managed to find her voice again, it sounded as though she had to fish it from the bottom of her stomach.

      “How-how did you get this? When…? Did Tom do this to you?”

      “No, he didn’t do it. I woke up today like this.”

      “You don’t know it wasn’t him, Althea. Maybe he found a way to get into your room last night. He probably knows all the ins and outs of that house.”

      I shook my head, remembering the first conversation I had held with Tom earlier that day.

      “No, he doesn’t come into the house. Tom said he made a promise to Claire.” Jo objected to this, rightly stating that just because the gardener said it, it didn’t automatically make it true. “Besides, I didn’t wake up when it happened. If he had been there, I would have woken up. Maybe I’m overreacting. Maybe there’s a loose nail or something protruding from the bed and I scratched my arm. Perhaps I’m freaking out over nothing.”

      I felt myself recoiling from my initial vow to tell Jo the truth. Why was I refusing to share what I really thought? Why didn’t I want to let her know that I believed there was an otherworldly presence in Appleton Hill?

      “You don’t know that! Maybe he found a way to drug you and you didn’t feel a thing. You need to get out of that house. Both of you. I’m gonna take you there right now, and you’ll get your stuff. And we’re going to tell Mrs. Appleton to get a few things of her own. You’re spending the night at my place.”

      I was already shaking my head before Jo finished her proposal. I didn’t even stop to analyze it. All I knew was that leaving was not an option; it made my stomach turn.

      “No, that’s not necessary.” I scratched the back of my neck and then rubbed my face. I was sweaty and itchy. The enclosed environment of the car was getting to me. “We’re fine. Besides, Mrs. Appleton will never leave her house. She’s waiting for her sister to arrive.”

      The sweat down my back turned cold, and a shiver took over my body. I fixed my sleeve and started to put my coat back on. Why was I refusing help? Was it because I wanted Claire all for myself? Maybe it was because I feared even more rejection from Jo. After all, what could I possibly say to a rational policewoman? Hey, forget about the real murder. What we have here are some demons roaming about the house. What dispatch code is that? 666?

      No, keeping her in the loop was not a viable option. I opened the cruiser’s door. I suddenly had the urgent need to be away from Jo. She didn’t get it, and I didn’t want to explain myself. She’d have to be up there to understand.

      “Wait a minute, Althea. Where are you going?”

      “Don’t worry about us, we’re fine. Tom won’t be back on the hill for a few days. If anything weird happens, I’ll call you. I’ll lock the door tonight. Don’t worry, really, Jo. I’m sure this whole thing is nothing but a big coincidence. Goodbye.”

      I stepped out of the vehicle quickly without giving my former classmate the opportunity of a rebuttal. I was flustered and overwhelmed by the clash of emotions welling up inside me. I felt silly and embarrassed about my ideas, and at the same time, I had the distinct sensation of not wanting Jo up on the hill again. Hearing someone else making the decision of removing me from Appleton Hill had produced in me an instinctive rejection, like a reflex.

      I leaped towards the bike and pedaled away while I heard Jo calling out my name. I never looked over my shoulder to check up on her. I wanted to get back to the hill. I needed to get back to the hill. Something inside me was aching for it.
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      The evening had flown by. I didn’t realize how long it had taken me to get to the police station, but by the time I closed the cruiser’s door behind me, the sunset was mutating into night. The mist had turned thick as cotton once again, continuing to press down on Ashwell. After a few days, I was feeling as if I was being suffocated with a pillow.

      I was eager to return to the hill. The incipient night plus the fog didn’t seem to be an equation that gave positive results.

      I was riding that old bike down Emerson Street when my cell phone rang. It startled me. It was amazing how in a few days I had managed to disentangle myself from that powerful device, something that in other circumstances I thought to be an impossible achievement. I had to stop to answer the call. I spotted a driveway entrance at the back of a shop, and I parked there.

      “Lena,” I read on the screen. “Of course.”

      I didn’t want to waste a lot of time on the conversation, but I knew I had to put her mind at ease, something that in Lena’s case was a nearly impossible task. Reluctantly, I answered the call.

      As I imagined, my producer was worried because she had not been able to get ahold of me and I wasn’t on a plane back to LA yet. This―paired with the fact I had very specific wardrobe and lighting requests for our upcoming feature―made my presence necessary back home. Lena kept blabbering about how we needed to make certain decisions, how we couldn’t keep holding back the production process. And how my delayed departure from Ashwell also affected the date we had set for principal photography to start, which in turn would cost more money. Her list of reasons was endless. I wanted to kick myself for choosing such an intricate project.

      “Also, you have to be here to talk to―”

      “I am needed here too, Lena!”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean why?” I was now mirroring Lena, shouting my reasons at her. I couldn’t believe the lack of sensitivity my business partner was showing. How could Lena not see it? “The woman is in a wheelchair!”

      “Althea, doesn’t she live on an estate?” Lena retorted. “I don’t understand why she can’t hire a nurse to care for her.”

      “Listen, I’m not going to explain her financial situation to you because it’s none of your business. I’m here and I can help. She needs me! This place needs me!”

      “We need you here too, Althea.”

      I shook my head in frustration. I was fuming. I regretted telling her about Appleton Hill and how important it was for me. Just like Jo, Lena didn’t understand.

      “I owe Mrs. Appleton everything that I am today. I can’t walk away!”

      I heard Lena sighing in exhaustion on the other side of the line.

      “Listen,” she finally said with the calmest voice she had used yet. I knew that tone of voice and I felt the rage boiling up inside me. This was the tone she used to manage people, people she deemed trouble. “I don’t know what has gotten into you, Althea. I don’t know if going back to your hometown has messed with your priorities, but you’re being disrespectful to the people you left hanging here. You better get yourself sorted because I am not waiting forever. You have until next week to get your ass back here. If you don’t, I’m shutting down production.”

      “Lena! Lena!”

      Nothing but a dead line was what I received. Lena had hung up on me. I was not going to let that ultimatum be our last exchange. I dialed.

      “Trouble in Lalaland?”

      I turned to the side, ready to bite off the head of whoever had decided to choose that moment to mock me.

      “June?” What was my mother doing there? “Are you following me now?”

      “Of course not, Althea. I work here.” She pointed to the flower shop behind her with a sign that read “Winter’s Blooms.”

      “It’s my day to close the shop. How are you doing? I didn’t know you were still in town.”

      “Yeah, Mrs. Appleton’s sister hasn’t arrived yet, so I’m staying with her until then.” I stored the phone back in my satchel, now an amorphous lump in the basket. “Apparently, having compassion is not allowed when you have a career.”

      My mother tilted her head to the side and crossed her arms in front of her.

      “It didn’t sound like you were very compassionate to your coworkers.”

      “Excuse me? Lena was overreact― No.” I stopped myself before I continued down the path of justifying my actions to a woman I hadn’t spoken to in fifteen years. “I am not going to do this with you. Not here. Not now. Not ever. What do you know about compassion, anyway?”

      I set myself up again on the bike to start pedaling.

      “Alcoholism is a disease, Althea. And if you ever picked up the phone when I called you, you would’ve heard my apologies years ago. That is all I ever wanted to do with you. Apologize. Make it up to you―”

      “I’m not talking about that, June. Why didn’t you go to Appleton Hill after Claire’s funeral? Do you want to talk about compassion? Answer me that.”

      My mother uncrossed her arms and placed her hands on her hips. She looked down. It was evident she was carefully choosing what she was about to say. I could understand the sentiment. It wasn’t such a big leap to go from where we were standing to a full-blooded discussion. Lena’s ultimatum had certainly left me at the edge of rage. One little push and I could fall headlong into it.

      “I don’t like that woman, Althea.” I protested, but June put her hands up and stopped me. “I know you think it’s because I’m jealous of her. You’re wrong. If anything, I am grateful to her. I am grateful she was able to be there for you when I was nothing but the ghost of what a mother should be. But that doesn’t erase the fact that I do have an opinion on Beatrix Appleton. She managed to isolate her daughter from everyone and everything, God knows for what reason. Because we common folk have struggles that the Appleton clan never had. Claire has…”

      June paused for a moment and looked up to the sky. Falling back into present tense when referring to Claire had derailed her line of argument. She took a deep breath with her face still staring up to the starless sky above us, and I was forced to look away. No class ever explains this, but life eventually teaches all of us that crying is a contagious virus. If someone else’s throat is choked with sorrow, it is inevitable you will start to show the same symptoms.

      “Claire and you were not the same, Althea. She had possibilities. You had obstacles and only because of your personal strength, a type of strength I cannot feel responsible for impressing onto your DNA, you rose above them. Claire could’ve had the most amazing life without much of a struggle. Yet Beatrix Appleton found a way to turn her daughter into a barely animated shadow. For years I saw her running errands around town on that same bike you’re on right now. Her eyes were vacant, lifeless. The few times I was able to talk to her―when she didn’t manage to escape from human contact like a scared rabbit―I discovered there was nothing left inside her that resembled the sweet, shy girl I used to know. She was not the friend you left behind. And I know I am not the only one who thinks Beatrix Appleton is responsible for Claire’s death.”

      “Oh, that I know.” I nodded with resentment, remembering Liz’s words at the bar.

      “Beatrix Appleton has an overbearing personality, Althea. She did it to Claire, and now she’s doing it to you. You need to go back to your life. Otherwise, she will drain it out of you, like she did with Claire.”

      That was it. The push I feared would happen. I had fallen off the cliff and dove head first into an ocean of fury.

      “What on earth do you know about raising children? You want to talk about overbearing mothers? Fine, I’m game. My turn now. I knew a teenage girl once who, before going to school every morning, had to pick her mother up from her own vomit, bathe her and dress her. After that, she had to call her employer and lie, so her mother wouldn’t get fired yet again from another job that, either way, she would not be able to hold on to for more than two months!”

      I was so focused on my own stagnated rage that holding back tears was no longer an option. My nose was running, so I wiped it with my coat sleeve before carrying on. I felt like a shark. I had tasted bloody waters, and now my appetite was insatiable. I wanted to bite.

      “I didn’t have obstacles, June. I had one obstacle. Luckily for me, for both of us, that teenage girl is dead.”

      “I never said I wasn’t one of your obstacles, Althea―”

      “You know what? I don’t care. You should’ve been at Appleton Hill after the funeral. Not because of Beatrix, but because of Claire, so stop making lame excuses for yourself. Have a nice life.”

      I put the bicycle in motion and rode away. Whatever rage was left in me I was now using it as fuel after an excruciatingly long day that was closing down on me without mercy.

      Black pitch night. Black pitch mind. Just keep moving forward, Althea.
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      The sight of Appleton Manor as I was climbing up the hill was enough to put my heart at ease. My body felt heavy and my mind exhausted from the awful conversation I had held with my mother. After her words, I didn’t care about the night teaming up with the fog to shorten my vision. All I wanted to do was to get back home.

      I was dismounting the bike by the storage room, still wondering about something my mother had pointed out to me. The ride back to the manor had made it impossible for me to think about anything else. Was I being short-sighted about Mrs. Appleton? I certainly knew I didn’t have all the pieces of the puzzle regarding Claire’s death. But that didn’t make either Liz or my mother right about Mrs. Appleton.

      She is a recluse. That is all. They both were. People sometimes have issues dealing with different lifestyles.

      I opened the storage room door and aimed the bike towards it. I took a moment to search for my cell phone in my bag so I could light the way and return the bike to its place. It was impossible to do it in the blind darkness inhabiting that room. I couldn’t even make out the borders of the three steps.

      Knock–knock

      At first, they spoke to me in a soft voice. I almost didn’t hear them. If it hadn’t been because the night around me didn’t have as much as a pulse, I’d have missed them. I kept searching in my satchel.

      It’s an old house and it makes unusual noises. Not everything that creaks and squeaks is Claire.

      Knock–knock

      This time I stopped searching for my phone and listened carefully.

      Knock–knock… Knock–knock…

      It was coming from the storage room. Somewhere inside the dark pit in front of me, there was an unnatural sore throat spitting out knocking sounds at me. They were banging on metal; that much was evident.

      Knock–knock… Knock–knock… Knock–knock!

      My palms were sweaty as they gripped the bike’s handle. I had already experienced paranormal events in Appleton Hill, but something was different about this one. It felt eerie in a way I could hardly describe. The air was getting thicker again, exactly as when I had heard footsteps outside Claire’s bedroom or when the song blasted out of the radio. However, this felt menacing in a way that prevented me from filling my lungs completely. The beating was like a corset laced with my own anxiety, and it was getting tighter and tighter with each knock.

      Knock–knock… Knock–knock… Knock–knock!

      I needed to make it stop. I leaned the bike against the wall and finally snatched my cell phone from my bag. I couldn’t go down there without a light, but that was the only weapon I had.

      With wobbly feet, I stepped into the storage room. It was darker than that afternoon when I had picked up the bicycle.

      Knock–knock… Knock–knock… Knock–knock!

      The pounding was accelerating, along with my breathing. I shone the light around me, but I couldn’t find anyone there. No, the banging was not produced by a human; that much I intuited. This situation was falling in the same category as the clapping cabinet doors.

      I’ve had enough for one day. What the hell am I doing here?

      I stepped farther into the blackness, assuming I was closer to the center of the room. That’s when the metal noises became clearer. They were coming from a corner to my right. I turned and shed a light on this obscure spot.

      Knock–knock… Knock–knock… Knock–knock!

      Knock–knock… Knock–knock… Knock–knock!

      The moment my beam of light landed on an old furnace, the knocking became frantic. It was like a clock trying to count 120 seconds per minute. My clammy hands were squeezing the phone, trying to extract some courage out of it. There was only one thing I could do.

      I approached the metal door, extending my free hand to grab its handle, but I could barely control it. I was shaking so hard that the light was moving all over the place, and I thought I would lose my grip on it.

      “If-if you want me to do it,” I said out loud, trying to manage my equally shaky voice, “you have to stop. Stop it now, please.”

      The silence following my request was worse than I had anticipated. Not only because it confirmed my suspicions, but because silence and darkness are a terrifying combination. But it had granted me my wish, and I needed to come through with my part of the deal. I inhaled deeply, bracing myself for the next step. Once again, I reached for the handle, but this time I did grab and turn it.

      I pulled open the door, and the squealing of the hinges made my blood curdle. It sounded like the devilish thing was screaming in pain.

      Nothing jumped at me or fell out of the furnace, which had been my biggest fear. That brought an ounce of calm to my spirit, but I could not go on with that alone. I stepped closer to the furnace and illuminated its interior. There was a considerable amount of ash, but between the lack of natural light and the thin beam coming out of my cell phone, I couldn’t make much out in the gray dust. Except for a plastic corner protruding from under a pile of ash that appeared to have once been a bundle of paper, like a thick book. Everything else was unidentifiable. I pulled my sleeve over my hand, then quickly yanked the plastic thing out, letting it fall to the floor. The smell of ash mixed with the already dusty ambiance of the storage room, creating a gray cloud that rained on the light beam.

      When I illuminated this plastic item, it turned out to be an identity card. The photograph and part of the name were burned, but it seemed the weight of the book had preserved the rest from the fire.

      “Carter,” I read out loud.

      This was the last name of its owner. When I picked it up, I saw the card belonged to a woman from New York. I was still studying it when the furnace door slammed shut, making me scream. That was it. I had no idea how this Carter woman fit into Claire’s story, but I could not move my feet fast enough to get out of the storage room.

      Once outside, I snatched my bag from the bike’s basket and headed for the back entrance into the house. I was not going down there again to store the bicycle. I knew leaving it out on a cold winter’s night was not a good idea, but I was done for the day. As I approached the manor, I stashed the identity card inside my satchel.

      Maybe I should show it to Jo.

      When I entered the kitchen, a warm glow received me. Claire’s mother was getting some dishes ready. After all, it was dinner time.

      “Althea! I’m glad you’re back. I was making us some dinner,” Mrs. Appleton greeted me while removing the tinfoil covering the dishes she had retrieved from the fridge. “Can you heat these in the microwave?”

      “Of course,” I agreed, taking the plates from her.

      It was strange to use such a modern appliance in a kitchen that was stuck in the “cook with wood” era. In silence, I busied myself with the dishes, heating one first and then the other, although they were not as cold as I expected them to be. It didn’t take long for Mrs. Appleton to realize something was wrong.

      “You don’t look so good, Althea. I mean, I know it’s not exactly a time for us to look our best. But you seem sadder than normal this morning. Is everything okay?” She scanned my haggard face with her blue-eyed stare.

      “I ran into my mother today. It didn’t end well.”

      I decided that telling only half a lie also meant I was telling, at the very least, half a truth. I couldn’t let her know what Jo had shared with me.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, dear. Do you want to talk about it?”

      I shook my head. Analyzing it would only make it worse.

      “Well, regardless of what your mother might do, and I’ve heard that she has been working really hard to get back on her feet, you know you can count on me, right? You are like a daughter to me, Althea. Despite the distances. Despite the years.”

      Despite Claire’s absence, I completed in my mind.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Appleton. I appreciate your concern. Let’s eat, shall we?” I grabbed both plates and moved toward the kitchen table.

      I insisted on washing the dishes after dinner. I wasn’t exactly sure how Mrs. Appleton had managed herself until that moment, since there was no dishwasher. She offered some resistance, but not enough to dissuade me. After all, someone had to do it. I didn’t even know how the cleaning was done in such a preposterous house, but that wasn’t any of my business. If Beatrix and Claire wanted to impersonate Edith and Edie and live a la Grey Gardens, that was their prerogative.

      I dragged my feet down the corridor until I reached my bedroom. Besides, I would bet that keeping up with the housekeeping of the manor was incredibly expensive. I stepped into the room and turned the lights on. I immediately realized something was off, different. Was it the arrangement of my belongings? No, that seemed to show the same level of messiness. Was it the furniture? Had someone rearranged it? Not from what I could tell. However, it was evident someone had been in the room. I looked up.

      “That’s it.”

      The place on the ceiling from where the chandelier normally hung―just like the one in Claire’s bedroom―was now empty. Someone had removed it. In its place, a lonely lightbulb dangled from a wire.

      “What the hell? Why would they do something like that?” I thought about going downstairs to Mrs. Appleton’s bedroom and asking her about the disappearance of my chandelier. “The chandelier. It’s not my chandelier,” I corrected myself.

      Again, who was I to question her about what she did with her property? Perhaps she had hired an electrician to go over the electrical installations, checking that everything was all right for a buyer. I had been away all afternoon, so I’d probably missed any of that. She had said people were lining up around the corner for a property like this one. Maybe she already had a buyer? It wasn’t impossible.

      I tossed my coat and bag on the bed. I opened the latter and took out the identity card I had found in the furnace, then stashed it inside a book I had brought with me to read on the plane. I would make time later for this Carter person, but now all I wanted to do was sleep.

      I sat on the bed and began to untie my shoes, thinking about how sad it would be to leave the manor. Wishing I had the money to buy it. Hoping I would find some magical way to inherit this place.

      “Unless…” My line of thought changed lanes suddenly. I straightened and looked at the light bulb, the picture of solitude. “Unless Tom has been here. If he indeed murdered Claire, perhaps when he hanged her from the ceiling, the chandelier got in the way. Perhaps he is laying the groundwork first, before coming after me.”

      I remembered the promise I’d made to Jo. I got to my feet and locked the bedroom door. Then, I checked that the window was closed and locked.

      It wasn’t exactly a flawless protection plan, but at least it was something. I searched my luggage and fished out the pepper spray that I always carried with me, then tossed it on the bed. I was going to sleep with it under my pillow if necessary. After that, only two things remained to be done before I could give my body the rest it was craving.

      I used all the strength I had left to drag the bed as far as I could to the right-hand side of the room. It was an antique canopy bed, not exactly a light piece of furniture. But I really wanted to get out from under the mold that was clinging to the ceiling above me. I didn’t wish to start the next day as I had this one. Once I’d established what I deemed a safe distance between the fungus and my nostrils, I focused on the last item on my to-do list.

      “Now, I need something to sleep in that’s not a health hazard.”
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      Click.

      What was that? Was that the door? Someone unlocked it. I heard it. I heard it clearly.

      This dark sound was all the information I received. I wasn’t quite sure where I was, but the sound of the lock reminded me of my bedroom, and an urgent need to find safety overcame me. Soon enough, I realized I could hear something else. There was a song playing in the background. I could follow the melody, but I couldn’t quite make out all the words.

      What is that song? I know it―I just can’t… I’ve heard it before.

      A new layer of sound added itself to the field surrounding me. The reverberation of weight pressing down on an old wooden floor. Steps.

      One step, two steps, three steps…

      They were getting closer. I felt the anticipation creeping up from the corners of my understanding.

      It’s Tom. It’s Tom. He’s in the room. I am going to end up hanging from the ceiling, just like Claire.

      The song became louder and louder, muffling the steps but, at the same time, awakening my senses. But the steps… Why couldn’t I hear the steps anymore?

      I was able to capture two words from the melody that, although I knew it was a song, was turning out to be more and more like irritating white noise.

      Shut up! Shut up, stupid song! I’m not crazy! I have to stay in Appleton Hill. I have to stay. I must protect the house. Claire didn’t. Tom has to go. She wasn’t strong enough. They need me. We must stick together. No strangers… We have to kill Tom.

      I felt the grip of his hands grabbing me by the ankles and dragging me out of the bed. I tried to stop it, to hold on to something, but I failed miserably. This force was sucking me into… I don’t know where. Squirming out of its grasp wasn’t possible; I couldn’t move my body in any direction. I knew it right there―this was Tom’s way of showing me his mission would be carried on without any interruption. It was inevitable.

      I can’t feel my body. Oh, God, why can’t I feel my body?
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      It was the throbbing headache that woke me up. My skull was beating at the rhythm of my heart. And that synchrony was not good. The first things I saw when I opened my eyes were the floorboards. I felt exhausted. It took more than a minute to untangle myself from the grogginess of the last layer of sleep still lingering over me, like a leech, sucking the energy out of me.

      Once I gained some clarity, I noticed the angle at which I was staring at the floor was a strange one. It became evident I was not at floor level.

      “What…?”

      I was looking down at the floorboards as if I had slept standing up. I lifted my head and there it was―the closet with its door open, where I had hung the dress from Claire’s funeral. Although I was awake, I felt more confused than ever. I lowered my eyes again, this time searching for my feet. I was higher than floor level.

      “Oh, my God. Oh, my God…”

      I was not touching the ground.

      “I’m-I’m floating. Am I flying?”

      My breathing accelerated. I looked around, trying to understand where I was. Was I dreaming? My mind was still clouded, and the increasing fear did not help. The bedroom appeared to be the same as it did when I went to sleep the night before. It was I who had changed positions. My body felt awkward, like I was hanging more than floating. I tried to turn around to figure out what made my torso feel as stiff as a lamppost and my arms as useless as loose strings dangling by my side.

      As soon as I turned around, I heard the sucking sound. Exactly like the noise when you open a can of tuna fish. I seemed to be glued to something... and my agitation was now turning into panic.

      “Help! Someone? Help! Mrs. Appleton! Help me!”

      My cries of desperation bounced off the walls and returned to deafen me with my own anguish. It was evident that I was alone in this.

      “Let me go! Let me go, now!”

      I tossed and turned, sensing that I was regaining control over my body. I twisted my torso to the right as much as I could, hearing once again the disgusting sound of my left scapula pulling free. I did the same thing in the other direction, not without feeling the pain of a scab being ripped off when the wound is still tender.

      The pain was increasing. It was the price to pay for freedom.

      But now I finally had some leverage to remove myself from the scarecrow position I found myself trapped in. I placed my hands against what I now understood was one of the walls of the room, managing to bend my knees and press my feet against the wall.

      I pushed. I pushed away hard.

      With a howl of pain that seemed to emerge from my loins rather than from my lungs, I landed on my hands and knees. The sound my body made when it reached the floor was that of a bag of bones hitting a hard surface. I wasn’t sure nothing was broken. But the adrenaline was still running high through my veins, so I crawled away from the wall where I had been hanging. I reacted like a spider someone tried to squash but had only managed to rip off one of its legs. I moved with desperation, aiming at the farthest corner from that wall. I only stopped my nonsensical escape when I hit the closet.

      Still in terror, I watched the place where I had been―even though I wanted to stay away from it. I couldn’t force myself to do anything else.

      Two red lines.

      Two vertical and parallel red lines, about seven inches long, marked the place where I had been in suspension.

      My body was still trembling, but I managed to take my T-shirt off, the one I had slept in. Despite the insanity of what I was experiencing, I understood instinctively what those two red lines meant. I held out the T-shirt in front of me and turned it around to scan the back. There they were―two red lines matching the ones staring back at me from the wall. From the burning sensation setting my back on fire, I knew exactly what I would find if I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror.

      “That’s my blood.”

      I scrambled to reach my suitcase, spilling almost all its contents to the floor to find a towel. Claire’s radio fell to the ground, surprising me with its presence. I had forgotten about it. I was paralyzed and half-naked on the floor when the female nasal voice invaded my bedroom. She was once again singing and insulting me at the same time. When I managed to find a towel to wrap myself in, I rushed to the entrance door.

      It was unlocked. Which only meant that the sound I heard in my dreams had been real.

      “I have to get out of here. Get out… Get out of here…”

      A shiver ran through my body. My vision suddenly became blurry along with my line of thought. My mind was telling me I had to leave the hill immediately. But I knew I couldn’t. I began scratching my scalp frantically, feeling an itchiness that spread from the center of my head and went downwards. It was maddening.

      I couldn’t stop clawing at different parts of my body, and in doing so, part of the towel fell to the ground. I had to get to the bathroom. Whatever was crawling over my skin, only a shower could wash it away. With watery eyes, I took a step towards what I believed was the door and tripped.

      I know my head hit the floor, but after that, all was darkness.
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      The ringing in my ears was the only music I could hear now. It was a blessing. When I opened my eyes, although I found myself on the floor, the first thing I focused on was my blood on the wall. Like a magnet, the red lines were my polar opposite and we needed each other to be complete.

      “We are one now,” I told them.

      Something inside of me wanted this place, and this place wanted me. I knew it. This was not unrequited love. It was an engagement sealed in blood. The itching was gone. My vision became clear again. I kept tracing the lines, extending them with my vision. When I reached the ceiling, I turned to lie on my back and found the mold had grown. The spot that had been as wide as the bed was larger now, extending itself to reach every corner of the ceiling. Once again, it was raining on me, painting me with the same colors covering the manor.

      “I have to defend Appleton Hill.”

      The word crazy came blasting out of Claire’s radio, bursting the bubble the buzzing in my ears had created. The music sounded louder than ever. I felt myself tilting at the edge of madness, but I couldn’t stop what I was feeling.

      “What do you want, Claire? Lower the volume; I already heard you!”

      My friend was screaming at me using someone else’s voice yet again. The song was in full swing. Claire was looking to make a point I did not care for.

      “No, you’re wrong! You’re wrong! I am not alone. I have never felt less lonely in my life. We have each other now. Shut up!”

      At that point, Claire’s spirit had turned into an annoyance. I didn’t want to hear her. She was making it hard to maintain my focus with the music still blasting through the speakers. I had to fight for Appleton Hill. I had to defend us from Tom. I couldn’t let him take me away from the hill.

      I don’t know how he managed to do this, but I know it was him.

      I got to my feet and picked the towel up from the floor. Once I’d wrapped myself in it, I grabbed the radio and buried it under a mountain of pillows on the bed to muffle the sound.

      “I’m not crazy, Claire!” I screamed at the amorphous pile of pillows. “I just need to figure out a way to get rid of him. And if you love this house as much as I do, you’ll tell me what to do to fix this.”

      I was determined to sort this out, but first, I needed to take a shower. Not so much for the shower itself, but because I couldn’t think straight with Claire’s radio blasting that song non-stop. I approached the bedroom door, holding my towel tightly around my body, to the point where my nails were digging into the palms of my hands through the thick fabric. The song was still singing its muffled words when I yanked the doorknob to get out of there.

      I threw one last angry glance over my shoulder, before a rustling sound made me look into the corridor. A piece of paper flew past, performing loopy pirouettes and lazy twirls, propelled by an unfelt breeze. It danced down to my feet, tumbling over the new line of salt in front of my door. The paper’s movements scattered the salt, creating a white frame around the rectangular sheet.

      I leaned over and grabbed it. When I flipped it around, I realized it was the photograph of Claire and me at the shelter. I had completely forgotten about my search the day before. A rush of confusion ran through me, pulling me in opposite directions. How could this help me?

      Tom had told me the shed no longer existed. It was evident Claire did not agree with him. I straightened and stared at the pillows on top of the radio that kept singing against my will.

      “Is this what you want me to do?” I waved the old photograph in front of me. “You want me to find the shelter?” The singing voice died off. “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’. Fine, I’ll do it.”

      I left the room and headed towards the bathroom. I was infuriated with Claire; messing with my mind like that was not good. I needed to stay on my A game. On my way to the shower, I stepped inside Claire’s bedroom. Helping me protect the hill was one thing, but she was crossing the line into bullying me. The state of decay of her room was getting worse with each passing day. A clear message from the house to Claire. Appleton Hill did not want her anymore.

      “Maybe this will be the next room to crumble away,” I wished out loud as I tossed the photograph onto the bed. “Stay here.”

      I was leaving the room when my eyes fell on the outfit I had left outside Claire’s closet days before―the turtleneck dress and the leggings. Surprisingly, it no longer had that foul smell I sensed the day I found it. I grabbed the hanger and studied the clothing. It looked different.

      “I’ll wear this today.”

      With my new outfit in hand, I stormed out of the room, making a mental list of the things I had to get done to set things straight in the manor.

      “It’s okay, Althea. Calm down,” I instructed myself as I assessed the gray bags under my eyes in the bathroom mirror. “You’ve got this.” I combed my mold-covered hair with my fingers to smooth it a little, feeling how it came off easily, forming a clump in my hand. “Finding the shelter will allow you to love Appleton Hill even more.”
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      I stepped out to the gardens. Exactly as every single one of the previous days, the fog greeted me. The hill was high enough to put us, both the manor and me, a little above it. It was thicker than the day before, to the point where I could no longer compare it to the clouds. Now the fog was an endless skirt rolling from the waistline of the hill down to Ashwell, hiding everything and everyone underneath it. If I was honest, the petticoat was quite stunning.

      “It’s a rather regal property. There is no shame in feeling pride for being here, above all Ashwell.” I grinned. “Anyone should be so lucky.”

      After a much-deserved shower and a breakfast heated up in the microwave, I put my coat on over my dress and headed out. Without a hair dryer or fireplace in the house―and my staying longer than anticipated―I had made an extra effort to dry my hair with a towel. After all, Mrs. Appleton was right. Keeping any kind of flame on the hill was pure insanity. Besides, the house didn’t need it. I never felt the necessity for additional heating to warm up my bedroom, regardless of how big it was. I leaned to the side and touched one of the walls of Appleton Manor. It was warm.

      There must be a heater somewhere, probably in a basement or something, I thought while considering I needed to take a new tour through the house. After a few days of roaming through its corridors, I had discovered a renewed love for the manor. I was sure I would find new things to admire if I looked for them. Perhaps I could even sleep in a different bedroom to experience the house from a new angle. With Mrs. Appleton’s approval, of course. But it would be nice to get away from Claire.

      Regardless, I had resigned myself to smoosh all my wet hair under a beanie if I wanted to find the damn shelter. I needed to keep Claire quiet; I was growing sick and tired of her calling me crazy.

      “You’ll see, Claire. Once I get rid of Tom using whatever it is in that shack, you’ll have to keep your radio-mouth shut.”

      I adjusted my beanie and my coat’s belt. Moving my arms reminded me my torso was still sore. Back in the bathroom, I had been able to identify two red lines running along the sides of my spine matching the ones on the wall. Now, with a little perspective, I thought about the way my morning had started. Although the entire situation could pass as strange, what I remembered the most was my attitude towards it. The desperation. The tears. The screaming.

      “I overreacted, I have to admit it. After all, a little blood won’t kill anyone.”

      The gardens in front of me had grown out of proportion overnight in a monstrous way. I pulled the map I had drawn the day before and studied it. I had taken a left. I now needed to take a right and explore that side of the hill. The memories from my teenage years of going into that shelter were fuzzier than the previous day. Pretty soon, all of this would be over, and I wouldn’t need to remember those days anymore.

      “Okay. I’m ready to get to work,” I proclaimed out loud, and I descended the steps leading to the path encircling the manor.

      In the beginning, the process pretty much mirrored what I had done the day before. I looked for traces of any gravel trail that would lead me away from the central path.

      This side of the hill seemed more suffocated by bushes and trees with branches sticking out, ready to decapitate you if you were not paying attention. The overgrown wild grass found ways to protrude here and there through endless miles of entangled vines that formed a net of incredible proportions. One that was ready to catch me and devour me without mercy if I didn’t watch my step. There were no flowers anywhere, just green leaves on top of even more green leaves, all of them protected by the eternal mist lingering over Ashwell.

      That’s probably why everything is so green and alive in the middle of winter.

      I immersed myself in this deformed monstrosity Mother Nature had created around the manor, breaking branches, crushing grass and other foliage with every step I took. I could feel the sap seeping out of the leaves and vines as I squashed them. I was creating a swamp of slime simply by walking.

      “This is what you get for growing where you shouldn’t. For meddling in private property. So disgusting.”

      Just like I had seen the day before on the other side of the hill, the fog wasn’t able to penetrate through the foliage when the latter became denser. It only managed to squeeze itself through the cracks of the first layers of trees. Eventually, the mist lost the battle and was forced to abandon its efforts halfway.

      The remains of the gravel trail I had spotted were now lost under a carpet of wild nature, one that was growing thicker and thicker under my feet. I wished I had Tom’s ax with me to chop away all that insane greenery around me. I pushed forward, despite having no path to follow. Everything inside me wanted to turn around and run back to the house. I could almost taste the threat taking me over the farther I went. I felt watched. The vegetation observed me in nervous expectation, waiting to squeeze me to death.

      “Much like what Tom wants to do,” I mused out loud, trying to scare away the feeling. “But you won’t win! You hear me? You don’t own this hill!” I shouted to my green surroundings.

      It was an open space, yet I was being crowded out.

      I stopped to catch my breath. It felt like I had been fighting against this creature of endless arms for hours. I opened my coat and bent over, placing my hands on my knees. I was dizzy. A grumble was audible, like a never-ending mumbling the wilderness kept whispering around me. But it was a language I could not speak. Leaves were creeping around me, and branches were possessed by occasional tremors despite the fact there was not an ounce of wind. The fear of not being able to find my way out of that infernal maze was turning more palpable.

      I straightened and looked over my shoulder. Retracing the path I had created to get to where I was standing was impossible. I could not go back on my last ten or fifteen steps. The woods were closing in on me. Going forward was the only option available other than giving up and letting the ivy wrap itself around me and turn me into a mummy.

      I pushed forward for another twenty feet, then decided to make a left. I had to find a way to reduce the distance as I was getting farther and farther away from the house. The idea behind this detour was that, at some point, I would bump against the steps, allowing me to climb my way back to the manor.

      The movement of the vegetation became clear to me now. The faster I forced my way through it by breaking and stepping on it, the faster it grew to patch itself up where I had made holes. The growling gave me shivers despite the fact that I was sweating. The wilderness constantly knitting itself around me was singing a song of life and death.

      It was life.

      I was death.

      I hastened my steps. My breathing became heavier. I looked up and, with desperation, realized there was no sky. Nothing but branches infested with leaves and needles so green that no one would believe it was the dead of winter. There was an unbreakable dome above me.

      I tripped and fell to my hands and knees. Touching that mushy ground made me nauseated. I felt as if I had stuck my hands in a sink filled with slugs. I was in contact with a spineless being that was nothing but an amorphous body of slime.

      A strand of grass quickly started to wrap itself around my left pinky. I yanked my hand away immediately. I got up, trying not to slip again, and started running. Absolute desperation was the only thing propelling me forward. I was losing the hope of finding my way out of that ever-growing prison when I caught a hint that indicated an exit. The end to this nightmare was floating around me.

      “The fo-fog… I’m almost out,” I stammered, out of breath. I pushed my legs harder. The ticking clock of nature was counting down on me.

      Suddenly, the downhill became steeper, and I stumbled all the way until landing on London Street. I wasn’t more than ten feet away from the steps leading back to the manor, so my calculations had not been wrong. I felt a strange sense of satisfaction crawling under my skin when I realized I knew the hill that well.

      After a few failed attempts, I got to my feet and focused on catching my breath. I looked at my clothes. My leggings and boots were covered in sap and mud. I bent over to try to wipe them off, and my hair fell over my face. That’s when I realized my beanie had fallen off. I glanced back at the place from where I had forcefully emerged and spotted it lying on the ground.

      The constant growing and stretching of the foliage was still visible from where I was standing as the vines healed the place I had broken through. I caught sight of a branch quietly piercing the beanie. I don’t know what type of rage came over me, but it gave me enough strength that with one leap, I reached the beanie and tore it away from nature’s grasp.

      “Back off!” I warned it, and I could have sworn it understood me.

      I didn’t want to stay in that place any longer, so I forced myself to move towards the steps. I knew many of them were covered by the same plants that had tried to suffocate me, so I braced for another battle. I was exhausted, but at the same time, I had the urge to run all the way to the top. Up to the manor. Up to safety.
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        * * *

      

      Once back at the top of the hill, I practically collapsed on the three final steps leading up to the main entrance of the mansion. I had run downhill and right back up in the course of almost an hour and a half.

      I was exhausted and infuriated that I had not found that forsaken shelter. Just like Claire, it was turning out to be a pain.

      “This is insane. If Mrs. Appleton can’t afford it, then the City Council should aid her. Appleton Hill is a historic place. It is outrageous that bushes and vines are wasting it away.”

      It was clear to me then that I could not take the same carefree attitude to finish mapping out the hill. I was in need of another way to figure out where that cabin could be located and then get in and out of that place as soon as possible. Why were those damn vines trying to swallow Claire’s shelter?

      “I should’ve taken Tom’s ax with me. Next time, I will not be unarmed.”

      When I managed to control my breathing, at least to the point where I no longer felt my heart was about to leap out of my body, my mind came up with a solution.

      “The library. The town built itself around this property. There must be records, something that talks about the early days of Ashwell.”
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      The face staring back at me in the bathroom mirror looked pale and haggard. I had gray bags under my eyes as if shadows were trying to invade my features, and they decided to start by taking over my eyes. After my failed attempt to find Claire’s shelter and before I set off for the library, I went back upstairs to fix my appearance. Or at least try to, and to grab my satchel.

      I looked disheveled. There were some leaves and sticks entangled with my hair, so I had to brush it again. Fortunately, now it was drier than when I had first set foot outside. My cheekbones seemed sharper than ever. My lips were thinner in appearance, and the cold made them dry. I looked leaner than when I had arrived at Appleton Hill. I considered taking out my makeup kit to look a bit more alive, but I was exhausted, and I really wanted to get the whole shelter business over with.

      Besides, I don’t think anyone will ask me about my appearance. I bet they’ll just put it down to Claire’s death. If they only knew how present she still is.

      I made a quick stop at my bedroom and grabbed my satchel. My clothes had green and brown patches, but I didn’t want to change. I felt comfortable in them. One final thing came to mind that needed to be done before I could set off on my study trip. I approached the mountain of pillows on my bed and snatched the radio turned walkie-talkie from the underworld.

      “Sorry, Claire, I can’t let you stay here. Your mother could hear you. We both know she has had enough of your irresponsible ways, don’t we?”

      I expected some sort of response, but everything remained strangely quiet. Even better. I was planning on leaving her in the only place I felt was safe. I would have to move through the entire house to get there, so I couldn’t have her singing its speakers off while I traveled along the manor’s corridors. I stashed it inside my satchel and headed out the door.

      I descended the stairs, holding my breath while embracing my load. Claire had kept quiet, and I didn’t want to gamble all my luck away by delaying my exit. My hand was on the handle of the main entrance and I was already counting this exit as a clean escape when my name emerged from the lips of the person I wished to avoid.

      “Althea? Where are you going?”

      “Good morning, Mrs. Appleton. I’m sorry we missed our breakfast together. I’m going to the library,” I said over my shoulder and quickly refocused on opening the door. At that moment I thought it was a blessing, a thing of destiny, that the doors here were never locked.

      “The library? But it’s so cold today.”

      I had no choice but to turn on my heels. Leaving her like that would be disrespectful. The moment she saw me, her expression shifted to concern.

      “Oh dear, you’re not looking so well yourself. Are you sure you want to leave the house? Maybe you should stay in bed today.” She extended a hand to me as she had done before, and I could not restrain myself from taking it with both hands. “You look skinnier, Althea. Claire’s departure has really taken a toll on you, hasn’t it?”

      “I think it has taken a toll on both of us,” I responded, and she nodded gravely.

      “What are you going to do at the library? If you want some books to read, we have a fantastic library here. Some editions are as old as this house.”

      “I-I want to do some research on Appleton Hill and the origins of Ashwell. It’s for… the movie idea I had yesterday.”

      “Are you really considering filming here? How wonderful!”

      Her attitude made a 180° turn as soon as the word movie came out of my mouth. After that, she had no issue with letting me go, along with a thousand recommendations about keeping warm and eating more often. She truly had an interest in the film industry. I thought that Mrs. Appleton maybe had a hidden interest in being a performer. Something told me she would love to be someone else, even for a little while.

      “Don’t stay out too late!” was her last piece of advice as I stepped out.

      I was not planning on doing so, anyway. Although it had been a good idea initially, the more I considered making a visit to a library I hadn’t seen in fifteen years, the more uncomfortable I felt about doing it. My muscles were sore due to the exercise of climbing up and down the hill. And truth be told, I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t think it was safe out there; it made me nervous. I wanted to stay inside the manor, where I felt at home, protected. But if I didn’t do it, Claire would never leave me alone. I needed to fix Tom; he could not get Appleton Hill for himself.

      “I wonder what the hell is inside that shelter,” I pondered as I circled the house to where I had left the bicycle. “It has to be something Tom is hiding. Something important that would force him to lie. Why else would Claire want me to find the shed? Maybe whatever is in there will help me stay and take him out of the picture.”

      My thoughts diluted into nothing as I found myself facing the bicycle. I knew it wasn’t a good idea to leave it outside, but I never thought this would be the result of a poor decision.

      The bicycle was covered in climbers intertwined with the wheels and wrapped around the frame, creating a tight-fitting suit. A shrub had become so tall overnight that its branches, heavy with needles, had grown through the bike’s handlebars.

      I felt the bile rising up inside me once again. The last thing I wanted to do was to come in contact with those vines. Their gunk had stuck to my hands, and I’d been forced to wash them three times before I could touch anything else. I swear it wanted to penetrate my skin.

      “You’re not going to win this,” I declared to the net encasing the bike.

      I started off to the storage room, pulling the door open in one swift swing. I climbed down two steps before remembering I needed some kind of light to find anything down there. I retrieved the cell phone from my bag and shone light around me.

      The place was not so big, yet it seemed empty. At the back, among the darkness, were the suitcases I had seen when I first fetched Claire’s bicycle. There were some shelves and cabinets. I also discerned the furnace door hiding away in a corner. I hadn’t thought about it before, but that old thing was probably the house’s heating system. I didn’t see any way to avoid the three steps to get down there, which meant it was an impossible place for Mrs. Appleton to access. I was certain Tom kept the heating working since Claire had gone.

      “I can do that from now on. No need to share space with that treacherous man.”

      But a shady gardener was the least of my concerns at that moment. First things first: I took the radio out of my bag and placed it on one of the shelves.

      “This is your new bedroom, Claire. Enjoy it.”

      Then, I searched for any kind of gardening tools that would allow me to set the bike free. There wasn’t a lot to choose from; what was most abundant down there was dust and obscurity. I eventually crossed paths with a shovel and a small pair of gardening scissors that were so rusty, I couldn’t even manage to move the handles. There were some empty buckets, an oil can of a brand I hadn’t seen since the mid-90s, and an ax.

      “Mental note: this is what I need when I dive back into the woods.”

      The rest of what was available were some cracked pots, a few empty potato bags, a larger set of gardening scissors than the one I had spotted before, and a can of gasoline. I tried the larger scissors. This pair at least was not mummified by oxide. I decided to give them a go, even though they were too big for me to maneuver easily. I stepped back out armed with my new set of blades.

      What I didn’t anticipate was the stubbornness of the vines. They had grown attached to the frame of the bicycle and the wheels, making it impossible for me to slide one of the blades of the scissors underneath them. I managed to do some damage to the climbers, slashing them here and there, but nothing major. That had a nasty side-effect, as the sap began to leak out, giving me flashes of what I had already experienced. As for the ridiculous bush growing through the bike’s handlebars, I only managed to snip the thinner branches.

      Frustrated, I tossed the scissors aside. I needed a new game plan. Only one of the handlebars and part of the seat were clean enough for me to grab without having to touch all the gag-inducing ivy. I seized the handlebar with my left hand and the seat with my right. Praying that Mother Nature’s tentacles wouldn’t touch me again, I pulled the bicycle with all my strength, trying to break away from the green choke hold. Nothing moved.

      I pulled again. I pulled a third time.

      Wasting my time like this was getting on my last nerve.

      “This is not part of the house! It was Claire’s! Leave it alone! You can have the house!” I shouted, throwing a fit.

      I had reached boiling point. I had no idea where those words came from, and some part of me was surprised by them, but I felt even more astonished when I realized they’d worked.

      Slowly, like headless snakes, the vines retreated, untangling themselves from the bicycle and loosening their grip. The ridiculously skinny shrub seemed to diminish in stature as if someone was pulling it from the inside of the earth. Seconds later, the bike was free. I immediately moved it away from the wall and rode downhill fast, feeling the bitter taste of an empty victory at the back of my throat.

      “You can have the house… for now,” I murmured to myself as I made headway through the ever-present fog.
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      “Welcome to Ashwell’s Public Library. How may I help you today?”

      Her perfect white smile would have been disturbing if it wasn’t for the pixie haircut and the button she had for a nose. She looked like a fairy, even though her hair was completely gray, and she wrinkled her nose in distaste the second she laid eyes on me.

      When it came to describing Ashwell’s librarian, she was nothing like they are shown in the movies. A woman in her late 50s or early 60s who had never dyed her hair. She was already the librarian when I was in high school, and she had a full head of gray hair back then as well. In a way, Ashwell’s librarian was way ahead of her time. The woman wore no eyeglasses, so she didn’t look like the mousy females usually portrayed in such roles.

      The other thing she had not changed was that she always looked flawless, apparently getting dressed every morning inside Jackie Kennedy’s wardrobe. Immaculately manicured hands and light makeup completed the picture.

      “Hi, I’m looking for information on the origins of Ashwell. It is my understanding the town built itself around Appleton Hill, so I am wondering if there is any kind of historical record from that period.”

      “Yes, of course. There are a few. We have mostly history books, not so much original historical records. As you were well informed, the Appleton… family was basically the start of this beautiful town.” She smiled, trying to disguise a certain disdain creeping into her voice. “The majority of the original archives were kept by the family. The few we do have tend to be more along the line of accounting books, records of those who they did business with, the slaves they acquired and sold―”

      “They had slaves?”

      “Yes, well, it was in the early 1700s. Slavery had not been abolished yet. It was not uncommon for landowners to participate in the slave trade. As I was saying, the Appleton family kept the majority of the documents relating to this type of thing. I know for a fact that what we have isn’t even ten percent of everything they did regarding human trafficking. What I can offer you are our oral history collections. These are basically—”

      “A lot of people gossiping about the Appleton family?” I asked a question that needed no answer. Her smile faded.

      “Not quite, Althea.” So she did know who I was, even though she pretended otherwise. “I would say that ‘a lot of people’ gave testimony of what they experienced at Appleton Hill. You could call it hearsay. I call it evidence. There’s a bit of everything. Perhaps you should ask Mrs. Appleton if she has any information available.”

      “That’s not necessary.” Her friendliness had reached sub-zero temperatures. “All I want is a map of the hill. Of the property, basically. I’m wondering if there is something like that available.”

      “A map?” Her brows knitted. “Why are you looking for a map?”

      “I am, um, producing a feature film about Appleton Hill. And given the condition the land is in, it would be better for the production to have a good idea of the layout of the entire estate.”

      “In that case, I believe there are a few books I can show you. But you will have to search through them here. They are the only copies we have; no one is allowed to take them out of the library. Please have a seat and I’ll bring them to you.”

      I clenched my hands as a reflex, digging my nails into my palms the moment she said I had to stay at the library. I didn’t want to spend that much time away from Appleton Hill, but if I wanted Claire to leave me alone and get Tom off my back, I needed to solve the shelter mystery. I had already started this enterprise on the wrong foot. I could not afford to lose any more time with all these annoyances. I forced myself to thank her and reluctantly headed to the silent reading room to find my spot.

      It was a weekday morning. Except for a couple of elderly men playing chess, the place was deserted. They nodded at me, acknowledging my presence as I walked by, and I responded with a tight smile. After I found a place I liked―far away from prying eyes―I took my coat off and settled for the wait.

      Thank God I did so because the first book arrived ten minutes after I had taken a seat.

      The second one was ten minutes after that.

      And the third one, twenty minutes after the second.

      Every time she showed up at my table, all I wanted to ask was if she was binding the books before bringing them out.

      “This is all I could find. There are more records regarding the history of our town, but since you’re mostly focusing on Appleton Hill, this is what I can offer you. Please, don’t take the books out of this room and when you’re done, just leave them on the table.”

      The librarian walked away with a stiff back, and I was left to my own devices. I felt the occasional sideways stare from the chess players, especially when she mentioned Appleton Hill.

      They all want a piece of us.

      I decided to focus on the books. The scent of old paper as I flipped the pages was intoxicating. One of the books collected the first editions of the local newspaper. Said newspaper started off as a weekly publication and only consisted of two pages. Another book dealt with the history of Ashwell, and began by dissecting Henry Appleton’s persona. The third and thickest of them all, with a leather binding, was what the librarian had already mentioned―one entirely devoted to oral history. I picked the second one as my first read.

      According to the book, Henry Appleton was a mysterious character, known for his insatiable thirst for power and the cruel ways he devised to quench it. Henry Appleton acquired the hill in 1703. He had a career as an Army officer and when he retired, he dedicated himself to various commercial endeavors.

      It is said he was heavily involved in slave trading. However, it hasn’t been historically proven how Henry Appleton came into the money necessary to buy the land. It was a barren place before he arrived; therefore, some speculate the hill and surrounding lands weren’t as expensive as eventually the Appleton estate came to be, I read.

      “He built Appleton Hill from the ground up. Why are they criticizing him for it?” I wiped a few drops of sweat from my forehead before continuing.

      Appleton had slaves building his property over the course of twenty months. It has been recorded by those who lived under his command that many died during the construction. Some records state a number of ten and others rack up to 123, so there is a mist of confusion around the exact number of lives lost in the creation of Appleton Manor.

      Impatient, I fidgeted in my seat. These were hardwood chairs, certainly not comfortable enough to spend hours reading. And the heating system in the place was broken. Why was it so hot in there?

      “I’m gonna need a neck brace when I get out of here.” I rubbed my neck, feeling my hair wet.

      When construction was complete, as most landowners did at that time, Henry Appleton devoted his lands to a labor-intensive crop. In its early days, Appleton Hill was a tobacco plantation.

      This industry gave Appleton the necessary means to buy the social status he was denied at birth, as there are some records that indicate he was the son of a single mother―a schoolteacher named Lucy Appleton. There is a birth certificate, found in the town of Golden Bridge, for a Henry Appleton born in 1673, which would make Henry Appleton around 30 years of age when he settled on the hill. This matches his first marriage certificate, dated seven years after he bought the land―in 1710―stating he was thirty-seven years old. The birth certificate marks the father as deceased, but no marriage record was found to corroborate Lucy being a widow. If this information is correct, Henry Appleton was the fruit of an out-of-wedlock relationship. Often women would lie about such things to avoid social scorn.

      Thus, Henry Appleton threw all his resources into making the Appleton estate a place of reputation within the tobacco industry. But all of this came with a high price tag for the slaves employed to achieve said level of greatness. Excessive working hours, inadequate food and water, diverse physical punishments that even then were considered extreme—these were only a few of the abuses the enslaved men, women and children had to endure. Oral history records state with no doubt that to be bought by Henry Appleton was the equivalent of receiving a death sentence.

      After a while, his slave-trading activities increased significantly. Henry Appleton developed a specific taste―some even say a fetish―for the type of humans he wanted to own. They had to come straight from the Kingdom of Dahomey to his doorstep. Some say Appleton was obsessed with the all-female army of this African kingdom, claiming that such strong women only bred strong men.

      The article then veered towards the house and its historic value. It detailed the architectural style, the number of rooms, and so on. All of that I had already heard from Claire years before. In fact, this information was no longer accurate today, because the number of rooms had diminished over the years due to lack of proper maintenance. Like the house, the land had also shrunk, as this book stated Henry Appleton owned the hill and the surrounding terrain.

      “The family probably divided the fields and sold them when they stopped being profitable. That’s why it is only a hill today.”

      It was indeed surprising to find out how trimmed the foliage had been, at least at the beginning, giving room to work the land into tobacco fields. This business grew, attracting workers from other towns who came to Appleton Hill offering their services to its owner and looking for a new beginning. Eventually, this led to the town of Ashwell forming around the hill.

      It is interesting to point out that, although the town of Ashwell was born out of Henry Appleton’s brutal entrepreneurial force and genius, the town does not carry his name. It is possible to conjecture, based on anecdotal evidence, that Henry Appleton was not a loved man.

      The heat kept increasing, and I was regretting choosing that dress in the first place.

      “Ungrateful. They were all ungrateful―that’s all. Ungrateful. They still are…” I noticed the chess players glancing at me while I murmured these words to myself.
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      I moved from that section of the book and carried on to one where Henry Appleton’s private life was discussed. I could still feel the chess players focusing on me, but I didn’t have any time to waste on their rude manners.

      Claire’s ancestor had four wives. The first three died of unidentified diseases. A general weakness was common to all three women to the point of being bedbound for months until their inevitable passing. The death certificates did not specify what caused the deaths of the young women, other than…

      An unidentified blood infection. The first wife died only a year after the wedding. Eliza Marshal was nineteen years old. His second wife, Louise O’Connor, was the daughter of one of the merchants who had settled in the up-and-coming town of Ashwell. They married six months after Henry Appleton became a widower. Louise had a longer run than Eliza as Appleton Manor’s mistress―she passed away three years into the marriage.

      Louise had a special footnote, as her death certificate did state a heart attack as the reason after a long, debilitating disease.

      “Three years dedicated to Appleton Hill and all she gets is a footnote?”

      My mouth felt dry. I was getting dehydrated inside this Babylonian library. I grabbed the edge of the table to stabilize myself and kept reading. Those chairs were far more uncomfortable than they seemed in the first place, and it was difficult for me to maintain my balance.

      Ten months after Louise was gone, Odette Darwin came into the picture. Once again, Henry Appleton took as a bride the daughter of one of his employees. Odette passed away four years after arriving at Appleton Hill.

      “Then, Jacinta came along.”

      Jacinta was Henry Appleton’s fourth wife and the one who would live the longest, as they enjoyed fifteen years of marriage.

      The book had portraits of all of Henry Appleton’s wives. I studied all four of them with care, trying to recognize their faces from the portraits hanging from Appleton Manor’s walls. Jacinta was different from the rest. You could tell from the pictures she was physically stronger and had a sturdier body-type than Eliza, Louise, and Odette. Jacinta was, without a doubt, the face I had seen carved in red stone at the garden of statues. The book also noted that none of them came from aristocratic families, which would have been the most logical step for Henry Appleton. After building his own fortune, he could afford to buy some blue blood and smear himself with it.

      “He seemed to choose his wives according to his heart’s desire and not their pockets, which was unusual for the time. This exposed Henry Appleton’s character―”

      “Ms. Gardner? Ms. Gardner?”

      I lifted my eyes from the book to see the librarian standing in front of me. It took me a second to be able to focus on her.

      “Yes?” I tried to restrain my irritation at her interruption.

      “This is a silent reading room. You can’t be reading out loud.”

      I hadn’t realized it, but I was so engrossed by this information that, at some point, I stopped reading it silently. I quickly apologized and promised not to do it again. I wanted her to go away so that I could get back to my book.

      “Also, the scratching has to stop as well. You are damaging public property.”

      Her eyes focused on my right hand. I followed her stare and found marks at the edge of the table. Some of my nails were broken. I stammered a new apology to the librarian, but this time I couldn’t take my eyes away from the scratched surface. When did I do that? Why hadn’t I noticed it?

      My palms felt sweaty as I turned yet another page to carry on reading. It would be the fourth wife who proved capable of bearing Henry Appleton’s children. But this was not the only peculiarity setting her apart from the other three. Jacinta didn’t come from Ashwell like the rest, and it was rumored Henry had brought her from overseas. Other said she had native blood running through her veins. Yet this was all hearsay. Jacinta’s identity was just as obscure as his husband.

      After this, there was an asterisk indicating a new direction in my reading expedition.

      “See page 54. Subheading ‘Henry Appleton’s blood fixation’.”

      I moved on to the dreaded page 54. The first thing I encountered was a portrait of Henry Appleton. Just like Jacinta, this was the face carved in red I had laid eyes on the day before. Why were they only showing his image once? Why didn’t he show up at the beginning?

      They’re trying to make him look bad, that’s all. This is a town of unappreciative people, and they don’t like him. They’re painting him in a harsh light because they can’t stand to know Ashwell only exists because of him, but what do I care? I felt my blood pulsing in my temples. The question had popped into my head out of nowhere, forcing me to reconsider the path I was on. What did I care how Henry Appleton was viewed? Well, because I care about Mrs. Appleton and Claire’s legacy, and the Appleton family’s legacy… But why do I care?

      My mind was so jumbled, I couldn’t answer my own question. I refocused my waning energy on reading this new section. I tasted at the back of my throat the bitter anticipation of what was to come. One part of me wanted to find out. The other part wanted me to shut the damn book and run to the hill. Run to safety. But was I safe? This question spread like gangrene all over my body, forcing me to move restlessly in my seat and reminding me of my sore back. Yes, physical security was something I needed to start questioning. Why didn’t I do it before?

      Focus, Althea.

      Inhaling deeply, I gathered strength and continued reading.

      Throughout Ashwell’s early days, there were several reports of Henry Appleton’s profound―and disturbing―interest in blood. Some linked this to the lack of blue blood in the tobacco empire he was building, but that doesn’t seem to add up with his other peculiarities, such as marrying women of unknown stock.

      Most of the accounts from that era concurred that Henry Appleton seemed obsessed with a procedure he became acquainted with while traveling through Asia, before buying Appleton Hill. Although it is not certain how he obtained the means for this traveling―and it’s unlikely he did it with the Army―this might prove he had obscured his own origins to hide a possible past as a mercenary. Once again, there were no records of him enlisting in the Army.

      Regardless, Henry Appleton was fascinated with a Chinese procedure called Lingchi, also known as “death by a thousand cuts.” This monstrous form of torture entailed strapping a person to a pole and then, for three days, they received countless wounds intended to bleed them out. This type of suffering was mostly inflicted upon men.

      Historical records of Lingchi differ on how many days it took to kill the victim. There are recollections that cuts were not the only injury inflicted upon the victim, but small pieces of flesh were also taken from the body.

      The throbbing in my head increased along with the heat of my body. My blood was bursting into flames, burning me from the inside out.

      It has been widely reported that Henry Appleton used this form of torture on slaves and employees he believed had betrayed him. If they tried to run away or if he suspected anyone had stolen from him, he applied this physical punishment on whoever was the object of his fixation.

      But Henry Appleton added a new twist to Lingchi. He ordered his servants to collect the blood of the victim. Once they had died, Appleton ordered slaves to paint the walls of Appleton Manor with the blood of the traitor.
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      I shut the book loudly. I was sweating more than ever, but at the same time, I couldn’t stop shaking. It felt like I had a fever.

      “No… Th-this can’t be. He wasn’t a monster… A monster. It-it’s a lie.”

      I rubbed my face, trying to scratch what I had just read from my eyes. I felt even more confused than before. I stood up suddenly and accidentally knocked the chair over behind me.

      “Sorry. Sorry,” I rushed to say as I lifted a hand in the air, certain that the librarian was pinning me down with a death stare.

      I intended to pick the chair back up, but my head felt light. I was losing my footing, so I let myself drop in the nearest chair before I fainted.

      “Are you okay, child?” A raspy voice reached me from across the table.

      I lifted my head and saw one of the chess players studying me with a concerned look on his face. He had a gray beard that contrasted with his dark complexion. It gave him a warm appearance, like a grandpa one could confide in.

      “You don’t look so good.”

      “Yeah, no, I’m fine. It’s just― It’s too hot in here. I’m flustered.” I stuttered my way through the only lame excuse I was able to fish out of the mess my mind was.

      “Flustered?” The other chess player intervened. “If anything, you look pale as a ghost. I think we should call a doctor,” he said to his companion while covering his nose and mouth with his flannel scarf.

      “I am fine!” I shouted. Their concern was nothing but irritating at that point.

      “SHHHH!” The librarian shut us up from the background.

      “Thank you for your concern,” I stated without even looking at them.

      I got to my feet, not without difficulty, and stretched out over the table to reach the oral history book. I don’t even know why I did it. I guess I needed the book to keep up the façade that I was all right. I knew I wasn’t. I knew something was making me feel off-kilter.

      The man with the gray beard looked down at the book I had in my hands, then moved his eyes to the one I had closed. I sensed he wanted to say something about them, but he apparently decided against it.

      “All right, then. But you have a little something here.” He pointed to a place under his own nose, so I would mimic him.

      When I did, I touched a warm substance that was reaching my upper lip. I looked down at my hand and found I was bleeding from my nose. I grabbed my satchel, frantically searching for a tissue. Somehow, all my movements seemed too slow and too exaggerated at the same time. Before I could find anything, a male hand held out a gray and blue handkerchief to me.

      “You can keep it,” Chess player #2 offered, and I grabbed it.

      I gave them a muffled “Thank you” and then they slowly walked away. Occasionally, on their way to the door, they stared over their shoulders to check up on me. I had not convinced them that nothing was wrong with me―how could I, with a bloody cloth under my nose?―but they left me alone. I saw them exchange a few words with the librarian at the entrance, and then they exited the library.

      I looked down at the book I had so desperately claimed a few seconds before. My hands felt numb and my legs were a pair of ice sticks as I had locked my knees to be able to hold myself while trying to put on a front of strength I did not have. This time I was more careful to find the way back to my seat.

      I stared at the book as if it were an alien object. Something I did not wish to interact with, but I had no choice. Was I looking for confirmation on the lips of others? Confirmation of what? That I was right, and Henry Appleton was ill-portrayed on purpose in that history book? Or that I was wrong? My mind was so far removed from the place where I had initially started this investigation, I couldn’t define with certainty where I wanted to go. Was I on or off the path? And who exactly was making that call?

      Dulled by utter confusion, I lifted the cover and sifted through the different tales recorded in black and white to avoid the dust of forgetfulness settling upon them. Like a compass’s needle, whenever I found the name Appleton, I stopped. That name was my north, and finding it was not difficult. Stories about Henry Appleton and his reign of doom practically dripped off the pages. And they all belonged in a horror movie.

      It was not hard to spot a pattern. Most stories were told by the descendants of those who had been enslaved by or worked for Henry Appleton. In a few cases, the children who were connected to Appleton Hill told their stories when they had become elderly men and women.

      “They were terrified of him.”

      I had no choice but to admit it. I understood the transatlantic slave trade involved all sorts of horrors, and Henry Appleton was not the only person profiting from it, but he made a conscious effort to inflict pain and suffering upon others. According to the dates I found in the first book about Appleton’s death, all these people started telling their stories many years―if not decades―after he was gone.

      “It also means the people who knew the most about what was going on inside Appleton Hill were his slaves.”

      The first piece that called my attention was one told by a woman who heard the following story from her grandmother:

      Appleton was a loose cannon. That’s the expression my grandmother used to describe him. She said his mood swings would vary tremendously. He could congratulate one of his slaves on cooking a good meal and force her to sit at the table with him to share it. Then, as soon as the meal was over, he could slap her for not removing the dirty dishes quickly enough. Appleton did that with men, too, and not only to slaves. White people as well.

      He was the master of everything. He owned everything and everyone who came in contact with Appleton Hill.

      According to my grandma, there was no way of winning. He never drank. He never smoked. He was strong as an ox. He was a tall man, too. Some say he was six feet tall; others say he was six feet four, which I believe to be an exaggeration, but it was evident he had an imposing presence.

      They say he was insane, but that’s not how my grandma characterized him. She always said he was the opposite. “There was a macabre method to his madness, Jocelyn,” she told me. From what I understood about her time at Appleton Hill, it seems that Henry Appleton was a cunningly brilliant man who knew you have to strike first if you want to win the fight. And that’s what he did with those who served him. His entire life was an endless fight to show who was in charge.

      When Appleton bought a new slave, he would make everyone go out to the gardens to greet them. He grabbed the hand of this poor man or woman, took his knife out and slashed the palm open. Then, Appleton dragged them to the closest wall of the mansion and ordered them to wipe the blood on the wall. Many were dumbfounded by the request. They didn’t speak English, which made the situation even more bizarre.

      Once the new slave had done as they were told, Appleton slashed the palm of his own hand and smeared his blood on the face of the slave.

      “This house owns you now. Respect it.” He always said the same thing, according to my grandma. He didn’t care if they understood him. Appleton made sure they did. He was a tyrant. A bloodthirsty tyrant.

      “A bloodthirsty tyrant,” I mumbled, trying to wrap my mind around that horrifying idea.

      The bleeding from my nose hadn’t stopped, so I threw my head back. I needed some breathing room. I wanted to stop reading, but I needed to keep absorbing information. Something was wrong with the way my mind was split. No, not quite… That wasn’t exactly what I was experiencing either. It was more like my mind forced me to keep on reading―and was regaining power over my body. Up to that moment, I had navigated the life on the hill from my guts. I was slowly turning into a puppet, a mindless body that only wanted to return to the hill.

      He baptized us, one of the following anecdotes started. When Henry Appleton smeared your face with his blood, he would give you a name. Then he would claim your life and body for his property. The intention behind his action was evident, the man telling the story concluded. Clearly, he had been a slave himself. First of all, he wanted to scare you into obedience. But that was the dressing on the plate. When I arrived, I became “Joseph.” You only existed from the moment Mr. Appleton gave you a name. Before that, you did not exist in any noticeable way to the world. And from that moment on, you only breathed to be owned by the hill.

      The third recollection that captured my attention was told by the daughter of one of Ashwell’s merchants.

      My father told me he had a sketchbook. Who would have guessed such a thing? A man with that level of power and perversion also had a creative side to him. There was this one time… Appleton called my father up to his studio. He used to buy horses from my father. He didn’t like to do breeding on the plantation, and he said my father had the best horses around. For some reason, Appleton had an especial form of respect for my father, although I knew my father didn’t like him very much. She stated this six years after Appleton’s death.

      My family knew we had to stay on good terms with Henry Appleton. Appleton was not only cruel to his slaves but to everyone around him. He was not an enemy you wanted to make.

      Anyway, my father became acquainted with this sketchbook one time when he went up to Appleton’s studio to collect the money from the last horses he’d sold him. The sketchbook was open on the desk, my father glanced at it, and Appleton noticed. He felt pride in his drawing ability, so he showed my father his sketches. Most of the illustrations revolved around different forms of torture. Many were set like instructions, indicating in detail where to cut or injure a person without killing them. He had a good eye to draw the human body, I presume.

      “He was obsessed with owning human bodies, that’s why,” I concluded, feeling the mist of confusion slowly lifting from my mind.

      Appleton told my father he had seen this form of torture in one of his trips to China. Apparently, he was so fascinated with the process that he took notes on it.

      It was official. Henry Appleton had an instruction manual on how to bleed someone to death.

      Appleton wanted to streamline the process, to include some of his own ideas to make it more efficient. My father became deeply disturbed by this. He couldn’t stop doing business with Appleton―we would have to leave Ashwell if he did so―but from that day on, he tried to avoid contact with Henry Appleton as much as possible.

      It’s a land built upon the blood of innocents. That always brings sorrow and disgrace. This was another line I caught among the cascade of stories I was unable to stop from falling upon me. And they were all drenched in blood.

      “Not one of them tells a story that does not connect Henry Appleton with blood, tyranny, and torture.”

      With burning eyes, I flipped through the pages, trying to move forward in time. I needed to find another side of him. The years passed, but the topics remained the same.

      The beginning of the end for the Appleton legacy came faster than anyone would have anticipated, one of the recollections farther ahead in the book started. A slave named Milton was the reason behind it. Of course, no one really knew his true name; this was the identity he was given by Henry Appleton. As one of his obsessions was ownership, when Appleton was fixated on believing someone had taken anything―or anyone―he considered his property, he became a tornado of rage. According to two ancestors of mine, if you got on the wrong side of Appleton, you might as well count yourself dead.

      Appleton woke up one day with the idea that Milton had stolen from him. I never knew if indeed he did it, but Appleton decided to make an example of him. He ordered Milton―as he did with many others who took a false step in his presence―to be strapped to a pole and performed the “death by a thousand cuts” on him. I know Appleton forced the other slaves to watch the process. One of my family members told me that the hill came to a complete halt for the two days and a half this horrifying butchery took place.
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      I had to pause, take a break from reading about torture and debauchery. But something inside me drew my eyes back to the page. I couldn’t continue reading. Yet I had to.

      I know some people won’t believe what I’m about to say, but I have no reason to suspect those who told me the story lied. Apparently, Milton still practiced his religion, vodun. I believe some of this is mixed with what we know today as voodoo, but who knows? Every night, he would create a circle of salt around his cot to prevent angry spirits from taking over his body while he slept. I heard from many people that Milton believed Appleton Hill to be infested by the souls of those who had died under Henry Appleton’s reign of terror. I swallowed hard, remembering the line of salt drawn on my doorstep. What I was told was that as Milton endured this process, this Lingchi thing, he cast a spell―or should I say a curse?―on Appleton Hill.

      The story kept evolving and explaining how, since Milton seemed to be reciting words to himself, they first believed he was praying. Apparently, there was some gossip generated among the slaves for the last words he pronounced.

      “‘You will live and die by this house. This house will eat you and yours alive, you butcher!’” I read out loud.

      Had Appleton Hill eaten Claire alive? Was this curse the reason why Beatrix was in a wheelchair? The stories about the spell Milton had cast on Appleton Hill went on and on, especially since Henry Appleton ordered Milton’s body to be buried in a shallow unmarked grave on the less fertile side of the hill. I came across several tales stating that after this event, Appleton Hill changed, especially its vegetation.

      When, all of a sudden, Henry Appleton decided to get married, everyone around town wondered why, a new oral recollection began. Appleton had said for years he did not want to get married because he didn’t wish to share his wealth. But this was before his ability to do business with the tobacco crops was dramatically reduced by a vicious climbing plant that became a plague on the hill. Many said this was the result of some hex a slave had cast upon him, that the ivy grew out of the remains of said slave, but I think that’s nonsense. Perhaps Henry Appleton was trying to refocus his life and decided that spending it alone was not a good idea. God only knows what went on inside his head.

      I had a neighbor once when I was a child who claimed she worked for the first two wives of Henry Appleton. Eliza and Louise, I remembered. Although the rumors around Ashwell were that he poisoned them, and that’s why they died mysteriously, my neighbor believed they died because he tortured them. She helped them get ready every day, and she told me their bodies were covered in wounds. And not from beatings… Oh, no. She did not mean bruises. The wounds were cuts made with a sharp object.

      This book was making my head spin. I could have sworn, at that moment, the table in front of me was shaking. The mention of those cuts―Claire and me… I knew exactly what that neighbor was talking about. For a moment, I believed my heart was having trouble beating.

      At first, she saw a couple of cuts here and there. And then they started to multiply. Along with them, it seemed the wives’ states of mind turned more unstable with each passing day. Even at first, before they turned so weak they became bedridden, they refused to go out and get some fresh air as the doctor had advised.

      Over time, both Eliza and Louise became increasingly fixated on protecting the estate from outsiders.

      My neighbor said Henry Appleton had a way of breaking someone’s spirit. And a broken spirit cannot keep a sane mind for long. By the time they died, my neighbor said both women were covered in uncountable cuts all over their bodies. She was certain Henry Appleton bribed the doctors to keep quiet and forge their death certificates. Who else could be doing that to them?

      My eyes remained glued to that last line. I wondered if they were a thousand cuts. I remembered Jo and what she had told me in confidence about Claire. How many cuts were on her body? I already had three.

      “Only 997 to go.”

      “Catch!” a somewhat familiar voice ordered while a rectangular tinfoil package landed on the table, in front of my book.

      I looked up and found myself once again facing the chess players. They each took a seat on the other side of the table. The one with the beard, who had thrown the package at me, made a gesture to his partner. The other one, who seemed to be covered from head to toe in flannel, was holding a soda. He placed it next to the silver package I had not laid a finger upon yet. The one with the beard was also carrying a tray with four coffees. He grabbed one of them and offered it to me. He then passed a second cup to Flannel Chess Player before grabbing the third coffee for himself. For whom would that fourth coffee be?

      They stared at me in silence, while Gray-bearded Man took the lid off his coffee and stirred it, creating a column of wavy heat in front of him. I moved my eyes from one chess player to the other. I felt the need to figure out what my next move ought to be. The clock was ticking.

      “What’s this?” I finally asked

      “An intervention,” Flannel Chess Player stated with confidence.

      “It’s simply food.” Gray-bearded Man tried to smooth away the harshness of Flannel Chess Player’s statement. “You’ve been here for a long time, don’t you think? We played our chess game, we went out for lunch, we came back, and you’re still here. Adelaide told me you never left this table, so we thought you’d be hungry.”

      “And I don’t think we were wrong,” Flannel Chess Player said. “You look even paler than before.”

      “No, I don’t need―”

      “Eat,” both ordered in unison.

      I had no choice but to do as I was told, like a toddler. I pushed my book aside and took the warm tinfoil package. The moment I started to unwrap it, the scent of melted cheese on a burger made me realize I hadn’t eaten in hours. Actually, it felt like I hadn’t eaten properly in days. And after the first bite, I noticed I was starving.

      They watched me eat in silence for a few minutes, with fatherly pride on their faces. Gray-bearded Man passed a stack of napkins to me, along with a menu from the place where they had bought the food and coffee. I took both. “Gertie’s Diner” read the logo on them. After wiping my mouth, I sifted through the menu trying to find the prices of what I had consumed.

      “How much do I owe you?”

      “Nothing,” Flannel Chess Player responded. As I protested―I didn’t want to accept help from strangers―he continued explaining, “We told Gertie you are going to shoot a movie about Ashwell. She said she’ll give you and your crew free food during the shoot if you mention her in the credits.” Gray-bearded Man chuckled, and Flannel Chess Player smiled as well. “And… you need to cast Christina and Brad Reddington to play her and her husband in the movie,” he added, referring to Hollywood’s newest It couple.

      “Both of those conditions are deal breakers,” Gray-bearded Man added, not able to contain a laugh any longer.

      I joined in with a smile myself, then explained that satisfying said conditions could be a bit of a hassle, but I’d give it my best try. At that moment, one more revelation hit me. I had not smiled or laughed with sincerity in days. Probably not since I received Beatrix Appleton’s phone call, back in Los Angeles. What happened at The Troll’s Den had left a bitter taste in my mouth, so it didn’t count. But this was different. This felt good, light. It was an emotion I wanted to capture and hold tight, so it would never abandon me again.

      “Because that is why you’re doing it, right? Reading all this horrid stuff about Appleton Hill?” Gray-bearded Man asked. “Adelaide told us. Have you found your map yet?”

      As I finished the last bite of my burger, I thought Adelaide never seemed like a gossip to me before. But in the end, a small town is a small town. Lips part quickly, and words run fast. Those two axiomatic truths are the basis of any small population.

      “I haven’t found it… yet.” I remembered my initial search for the map, which at that moment―after a veil of opaqueness had lifted from my eyes regarding Appleton Hill―was the last thing on my mind. “It’s just an idea, nothing else. It might not lead to anything of importance.”

      “Oh, don’t tell that to Gertie,” Flannel Chess Player said, this time laughing out loud.

      It was inevitable that his laughter would attract the shushing of the librarian. She approached the table fast, as if any kind of sound was one pole of a magnet and she was the other.

      “What are you guys doing? You know you can’t eat here, much less be laughing out loud,” she reprimanded us in a hushed voice

      “Relax, Adelaide. There’s no one else here,” Flannel Chess Player told her.

      “Rules are rules,” Adelaide protested. “They cannot be applied only when convenient to those involved.”

      “Yes, but one could argue that said rules and regulations are put in place, not only for the benefit of some, but to avoid harming the majority. Now, the true question would be: is a rule necessary if no one is at the receiving end of a damaging action?” Gray-bearded Man questioned her. His opponent agreed, nodding and adding an “exactly.”

      Adelaide gave up, shaking her head and confirming they were being insufferable as always. Then she leaned on the tray of coffees and grabbed the last one.

      So, Adelaide is the recipient of that fourth coffee, I concluded. They’re probably here every day.

      As soon as she took a sip from her cup, the amicable opponents made a toast with their own coffees, saying “checkmate” and congratulating each other on the victory.

      “I don’t know what you’re celebrating, Dad,” Adelaide scolded Flannel Chess Player. “Nathaniel was the one who won this battle. It was his strategy, not yours.”

      This was why they spent their entire day at the library. Flannel Chess Player was Adelaide’s father. The resemblance was there, especially in those dark eyes rimmed with long lashes. This particular feature reminded me of someone. Perhaps I knew Flannel Chess Player from my teenage years? Maybe.

      Adelaide’s father, a.k.a. Flannel Chess Player, explained that his moral support had been essential to Nathaniel’s―a.k.a. Gray-bearded Man’s―victory. He then drifted away on the topic of how moral support is the foundation of any solid strategy. The daughter rolled her eyes while Nathaniel hid his smile behind a few sips of coffee. Although my encounter with Adelaide had started on the wrong foot, it was warming getting acquainted with another side of her normally impeccable personality. This was her untidy side: a father who enjoyed bending the rules, and who was a die-hard fan of flannel.

      “So, why are you doing a movie about Ashwell?” Nathaniel interrupted Adelaide’s father’s endless babbling.

      “I think she is more interested in Appleton Hill,” Adelaide corrected him, and the disdain I had encountered previously in her voice resurfaced.

      Now that I had read all that information, I couldn’t force myself to answer her in the same petulant manner I had done before. It was becoming increasingly evident that Appleton Hill had played a number on me. Why would I want to defend it in the first place? The yearning was still inside me, trying to claw its way back to the surface. But now it wasn’t as easy to invade my body as it had been before. All the words I had consumed in the past hours had created a thick layer of ice, and those feelings were forced to remain locked down.

      All I ever wanted was to get out of Ashwell. Why in the world would I want to stay in Appleton Hill if Claire is not there?

      As the audience of three coffee-drinkers waited for my answer, I stumbled through a half-baked response with an unlikely recipe: half of truth, quarter of a lie, and a teaspoon of ignorance. I affirmed I had not known Appleton Hill’s inception had been so bloody, even though the majority of what I had read seemed to be hearsay.

      “We all know it, Althea,” said Adelaide. “The Appletons are no better than any of us, even though they want to believe they are. And they want everyone else around them to act like they are royalty. If anything, the Appleton family has been a curse on Ashwell. You were blind to this fact because you’re friends with the family.” Her words were like a poisonous sting. I felt I was being accused of hanging out with the cool kids, who also happened to be the courtyard bullies. “Whatever horrendous genes were inside Henry Appleton, they were passed down to his progeny. It still runs in their blood. Just because you haven’t read about any of the masters who followed Henry Appleton doesn’t mean they were not as terrible as he was. The only colorful thing about Henry Appleton is that he started it all.”

      “Not everything about them is so bad,” Adelaide’s father added. “Yes, we had a bloody start, perhaps bloodier than most towns. Nonetheless, it was the beginning of what we call home today. Like it or not, the Appletons are the seed of Ashwell.”

      Nathaniel added that there were no “Appletons” anymore, as only one remained standing. But Flannel Chess Player’s answer had only fed the fire inside Adelaide. She began to list a million reasons why the Appletons were basically a pest on their lives.

      Nathaniel cut her off. “You’re only mad because Tom works there. Beatrix Appleton is his boss. Just deal with it, Adelaide.”

      That’s why Adelaide’s and her father’s eyes were familiar to me. They reminded me of Tom. I now knew from whom Tom had learned to accumulate anger. Was I sharing a coffee with the mother and the grandfather of Claire’s murderer?

      “I don’t have an issue with that. Everyone has bosses. Everyone has to work. My problem with the Appleton family is that not only do they set themselves up as small-town royalty―bending and breaking rules according to their needs without ever experiencing an ounce of remorse―but they’ve also created a cult around them. Once someone comes in contact with the family, then they are locked up on that hill for eternity. They suffocate each other. They were a troupe of stingy oligarchs pretending to ride a purebred Arabian horse when, in reality, it was nothing but a smelly donkey.”

      “And what is it to you if the family didn’t let anyone off of the hill?” Nathaniel snapped.

      “It bothers me because it broke my son’s heart, Nathaniel. It matters to me because that sweet girl should be alive and married today.” Adelaide crossed her arms in front of her chest and looked away. Her last words sounded strangled with tears.
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      It felt as though my blood circulation came to a sudden halt. I wanted to move my lips, but a pervasive cold invaded my body. Was she referring to Claire? The chess players fell silent. This time, it was Adelaide’s turn to declare checkmate.

      I mumbled something, but I couldn’t form a sentence that had any specific meaning as I wanted to ask a million questions at once. The only action possible at that moment was to stretch out my hands to the coffee cup in front of me and take a long sip from it.

      It was hot.

      It burned.

      Good.

      It melted away the frosting around my veins while thickening the crust that kept my delusional feelings of devotion for Appleton Hill locked even further down. Suddenly, out of the corner of my memory, the dark silhouette lingering among the trees at Claire’s funeral cropped up and started to make sense. It had been Tom.

      “What do you mean by ‘married’? Was Tom getting married to―?”

      “Claire. Tom and Claire were going to get married. But, of course, you know nothing about that because they had to keep it a secret. They were going to elope. Claire was going to run away from Appleton Hill. She didn’t want to live there anymore. Tom confided in me that she made him promise he would never set foot inside that house.” I let Adelaide continue, reaffirming something the gardener had already said to me. “It was her aunt, Rose, who gave Claire the courage to elope with my son. Or at least try.”

      Adelaide took a long sip from her coffee, using it to swallow the bitterness accumulating in her voice.

      “What happened? Why didn’t they elope?”

      “No one knows, Althea. Claire ended her life the day before they were to run away,” Nathaniel answered this time, as the librarian seemed lost in thought.

      “Why would a young girl in love commit suicide the day before getting married? I can’t wrap my mind around it.” Adelaide sounded more like she was thinking out loud. It was evident this had been bothering her since Claire’s death. Perhaps she was not as cold as I pictured her to be. “The only reason I can think of is Beatrix Appleton. She did something, or said something, to her, and it broke her. It broke her spirit even more than the life at the hill had already done.”

      “I have to agree with that.” Adelaide’s father spoke for the first time in a while. “When Tom introduced Claire to me, asking me not to tell anyone they were dating, the first thing I noticed was how sad her eyes were. Whatever life Claire was leading—I don’t know if it was the hill, her mother, or what—she was damaged. No question about it.”

      “The only way to leave the hill is feetfirst,” Nathaniel declared.

      We all fell silent. There were not enough words in the entire library to express the feeling of injustice nagging at us, like an undertow that kept pulling us back to the same place. I could hear my heart beating to the sad rhythm of Claire’s song as I heard yet again what a miserable life my dear friend had lived.

      I should have tried harder to take her away with me. I should have fought more for our friendship. All these years I believed I had done enough and, therefore, I was free of all guilt. But I was wrong. I had failed to recognize I was looking at my reflection in a mirror that was not only broken but had missing pieces.

      Something Adelaide had mentioned lingered in me, so I brought it up again, as it did seem to create a crack in her hypothesis.

      “Not everyone was trapped in Appleton Hill. Some of them did leave.”

      Adelaide intervened immediately, stating that all records showed anyone who lived at the manor had died at the manor.

      “Rose Appleton left. She doesn’t live there,” I retorted.

      “Rose Appleton is not a true Appleton, child,” Nathaniel stated. “She’s adopted. I believe she is the daughter of a maid who died on the hill and had no family left, so they took her in. Rose’s last name is―”

      “Carter. Her name is Rose Carter,” I concluded.
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      “Rose Appleton. The ID belonged to Rose Appleton… Carter.”

      I was pedaling as fast as I could. Back at the library, before getting on my bike, I texted Jo asking her to meet me at Appleton Hill. Slowly, the pieces were falling into place with the simple―and chilling―fact that Rose Appleton no longer existed. I felt like I was playing a game of chess, and it was almost over. I was the last rook standing, trying to stop the enemy from capturing me and leaving my queen exposed. I had already―and inadvertently―made a castling move; I didn’t have many options left.

      The only wind at that moment was the one created by my manic riding. Out in the open, and with a clearer head and nose, I was able to detect that the stench from Claire’s clothes was not gone. I reeked of mold and decay. The house had numbed my senses.

      The fog was thicker than ever when I left my three new friends back at the library. Who would have guessed that I was going to run into Tom’s mother? And his grandfather?

      “I can’t believe Claire was going to marry Tom.”

      I cut through the mist with that statement. If I truly thought about it, the signs had always been there. He had helped Claire with her chores and maintained his promise to stay out of the house after she was gone.

      “He kept his promise better than I did.”

      The furious swings of the chandelier when I mentioned Tom had not been what I believed. At the same time, a new question popped into my head. Who had removed the one in my bedroom?

      “And the salt? It was to keep spirits away. To keep Claire away. It was what Milton did.” I presumed the previous night the salt didn’t work because I had Claire’s radio with me, which left an open door for her. “What about the mold? Creeping around and extending itself over me. Was that why Claire never wanted Aidan or Tom inside the house?”

      At that point, I couldn’t treat anything that had happened at Appleton Hill as a coincidence. As far as I knew, since I had set foot in that place, everything had been happening in accordance with a plan. Calculated.

      I climbed the driveway and reached the manor’s back entrance, always looking over my shoulder, hoping to see Jo’s cruiser behind me. At the top, I took a moment to recapture my breath and prepare myself for what I was about to do.

      “The problem is not just what I’m going to do. The problem is how I might react when I walk back into the house,” I reminded myself.

      I could feel it. A pulse inside me growing stronger and stronger as I got closer to the hill, and now that I was only feet away from the manor, the throbbing was almost deafening. It was as if the house’s desire for my blood was echoing inside me, trying to numb my understanding. I had no choice but to wade through it; I needed that identity card along with anything else I could find to prove to Jo that Rose Appleton/Carter was dead.

      I got off the bike and threw my satchel over my shoulder, adjusting the strap over my chest.

      “Okay.” I inhaled deeply. “First things first.” I walked up to the storage room and once again dove into its darkness, using my cell phone as a guiding light. “No point in hesitation.”

      I approached the furnace door. There was only one way to get it done. I opened it without allowing myself any time to fuss over it. If I did, I would probably back away in sheer terror of what I was about to do.

      I used the phone’s beam to illuminate the dark pit of the furnace. Once again, I found myself in front of piles of debris in varying shades of gray. It appeared to be messier than the first time I had looked in there. I didn’t want to touch the ash and whatever was mixed with it. God only knew what those little chunks―that seemed more solid than the rest of the dust―could be.

      “Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it,” I kept reciting as I searched the shelves, looking for something to remove the ash. Or should that be “ashes”, I wondered with a shudder.

      The only thing I came across was the ax. Cautiously, I grabbed it by the blade and used the wooden handle to poke around in the little piles of gray dust. The more I stirred, the more they dissolved. At last, there were many bits and pieces scattered around I could not identify. Only three small things I managed to distinguish―three melted buttons, probably from a blouse.

      “Maybe they belonged to Rose.”

      Unfortunately, there were no clear signs of bones. I was certain this was how they disposed of the bodies once the house had drained them. As disturbing as the thought was, I was hoping to find some dental pieces, at least. I was heartbroken when my initial plan didn’t pan out.

      “The burned ID will have to be enough for Jo to open an investigation.” I sighed, stepping away from the furnace, already picking what words to use when addressing Jo. What I was about to tell her would throw all her conjectures overboard.

      But an idea struck me like lightning, changing my plans and renewing my hopes once again. I approached the set of suitcases I had admired only days before and took hold of one of them. I tried to put it inside the furnace, but the door was too small.

      “This is why they removed Rose’s belongings from the suitcases. Because they didn’t fit in the furnace.”

      Another question burning inside me was more convoluted. Who exactly was orchestrating all of this? Who had been involved in the disappearance of Rose Carter/Appleton?

      “Is it even a disappearance?” I asked out loud while I placed the ax back on the shelf.

      There was a significant gray area in this revelation that I was reluctant to address. How much had Claire participated in all of this? She seemed to have protected certain people. Aidan, Tom…

      “Me.”

      I heard a murmur from the radio I had stashed there before leaving for the library. It seemed like it had happened a lifetime ago, but it had only been that morning. Claire was talking. With hesitant steps, I approached the radio and slowly turned the volume up. As soon as the melody entered my ears with clarity, I recognized it. I had to fight back tears; it was not the time to be weak. The lyrics had not started yet as the song had a long piano introduction, but it didn’t take long before a male voice started to sing to his mother, telling her he had murdered a man.

      “No, Claire…”

      I knew from the cuts on her body detected in the autopsy, and by Tom’s revelation, that Claire was a victim of the death by a thousand cuts, that hideous ritual running in the Appleton family since its genesis. I had to face the fact that my dear friend might have inflicted that same form of torture upon others. Imagining a person I loved as a victim was one type of excruciating pain, but picturing them as the perpetrator… that was a different ball game altogether. I wiped my tears and tried to refocus.

      “Don’t stop, Althea,” I instructed myself. “Just don’t stall.”

      The pulse inside me was getting hungrier and hungrier with each passing second. Wasting time would only bring me closer to my grave.

      I stumbled in the dark to reach the steps that would take me back to the light, but the door I had left open suddenly closed by itself. I leaped towards it and violently tried the doorknob, but it was no use. It seemed someone had locked it from the outside, but I knew that wasn’t the case. Instinctively, I knew what was going on. The house was fighting back. Appleton Hill would not let go of me so easily. I kicked, hit, and punched the door in frustration, achieving absolutely nothing. But then I realized all I needed to get out was right in that room.

      I jumped off the steps towards the shelf unit and grabbed the ax once again. I was forced to place the phone in my coat pocket, which eliminated the only beam of light available to me. In absolute darkness, the door turned into such a small target, and I was already shaking, that I feared I would miss it.

      The first time the blade crashed against the door, taking a bite out of the wood, the entire place trembled. It surprised me, but I would not let it slow me down.

      “Appleton Hill will not be my grave!”

      I aimed at it a second time. Then a third time. The shaking became even more perceptible, as if the walls were ready to cave in on me. I needed to get out of there.

      “Open up or I’ll keep going!” I shouted, before letting the ax’s blade bite once more.

      Not even in my wildest dreams had I anticipated fighting against an inanimate house. I heard the click of the lock, then the hinges squealed until the entrance was wide open and daylight hurt my eyes. I was free to go.

      “Maybe not so inanimate after all.”

      I fled the storage room, heading straight to the back entrance. There was only one goal in my mind. I would sneak in through the kitchen, run up to my bedroom, grab Rose’s identity card and a few basic things of my own, and then wait for Jo out in the street. In and out in a heartbeat.

      “Don’t stop. Don’t look back.”

      I reached for the kitchen door, anticipating finding it locked. After the storage room, I thought the house wouldn’t welcome me back. To my surprise, the door opened freely. My stomach turned, and I knew I was walking into the wolf’s mouth, but I had no choice. Then the door shut itself with a loud bang behind my back. The wolf had closed its mouth, and I was heading into its stomach.
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      Regardless, my mind was on moving forward. I ran upstairs, hearing every floorboard, every step of the staircase, every crease of the wallpaper groaning because of my presence. If I had just stepped into the wolf’s mouth, then all of these perverse sounds were the way this animal salivated.

      As I moved down the corridor, armed with the ax, the lights started blinking. It wasn’t dark outside just yet, so it didn’t concern me. I knew it was merely a mechanism to intimidate me. Appleton Manor was bullying me into silence.

      The pulse inside me was also trying to gain momentum. It joined the lights, and they sang to the rhythm of the same melody, blinking in unison. I launched myself into my bedroom and desperately searched for the few belongings I wanted to take with me. I knew it was impossible to escape with both suitcases. Maybe later, if Jo and some of her cop buddies helped me out, I could get back into the house. At that moment, clothes were not important.

      The first thing I did was grab the book where I had stashed Rose’s identity card. After checking it was still in there, I placed it in my bag. After that, I took my passport, cell phone charger, my apartment keys…

      “What else? What else?” I turned on my heels, scanning the bedroom and trying to figure out if there was anything else I needed to take with me.

      “The only way to leave the hill is feetfirst.” Nathaniel’s assertion resurfaced in my memory.

      I realized something I had not noticed that morning when I left. The room looked impeccable. Not a speck of dust or a cobweb. The bedding was brand-new. There was not a place on the walls where I could spot chipped paint or a tear in the wallpaper. The curtains were cleaner, and their color was brighter than ever. The floor appeared as if it had been polished in the past few hours. The bed’s wood gleamed, exposing the beautiful carving. Even the crystals from the window seemed clearer.

      “This is what my blood does to the place. It makes it beautiful. The blood feeds the mansion, breathing new life into it. Appleton Manor was feeding off of me.”

      I approached the place on the wall where both red lines had been that morning. My mouth was dry, but my hands were clammy. And the pounding. The pounding in my head was increasing its pace and taking my breath along for the ride. I was flustered, and all I wanted to do was touch the wall… And let the wall touch me.

      I needed it. I craved it.

      I was aching for it with every passing second, like one desires the touch of a lover who’s been away too long.

      It was bizarre to battle the urge to put my back against the wall and let it drink my blood again. The red lines were not there. There was not a hint left of their existence. I stretched out my hand to where they had been and touched the wall. It was warm and had a surprisingly flexible texture. The wall was soft, cozy, and it made room for my hand when I came in contact with it, as if I was sinking into some form of jelly.

      “I’ve missed you.”

      The words emanated from my dry lips and I recognized my voice, but they came from a place deep behind the throbbing, a place I couldn’t control. The jelly wall made more room for my fingers, allowing them to leave a mark, like I was playing with clay. I felt it moving, taking shape around my fingers.

      “Only 997 cuts to go.”

      Then the murmur of suction reached my ears, breaking the hypnotic spell I was under. I screamed and yanked my hand away, stumbling backward to get away from the wall.

      Don’t stop. Don’t look back, I reminded myself. But at that moment, I realized there was one last thing I needed before I could leave that monstrous place for good.

      I ran out of the room and headed for Claire’s bedroom. The last thing I wanted to do was to dive deeper into the maze of Appleton Manor, but I couldn’t leave without it. The lights kept acting up, turning on and off at will, and making the off moments longer than the on. The pulse became a ringing in my ears, making me dizzy. I felt like a demented person, running through the hallways of an old mansion while holding an ax.

      As I reached Claire’s bedroom, I noticed the appearance of the corridors had also improved. They did not look as good as my bedroom, but it was evident that the more the house consumed human blood, the stronger it became.

      I burst into Claire’s bedroom and approached the bed with long and quick steps. On top of the half-rotten, half-mice-eaten blanket lay the photo Claire and I had taken so many years ago.

      I had to drop the ax onto the bed in order to stash the photograph inside the book in my satchel, along with the burned identity card. The bed shook, and it made me jump back. I had not anticipated that. Yes, the lights were blinking. Yes, somehow the improvement of the house refused to extend to Claire’s bedroom, but why was the bed trembling? I feared the furniture would manage to take my only form of defense away from me. Luckily, my reflexes were not completely numbed, and I retrieved the ax as the covers and sheets pooled around the wooden handle, trying to devour it.

      “Oh, my…” I spotted some stains on the blade. “Whose blood is that?” Had I injured Appleton Manor when I chopped the storage room door?

      My gaze immediately darted to the burned parts of the bed. I backed away to the corridor as I realized what had happened for it to look like that. The house would never try to hurt itself. It looked decrepit and lacking maintenance because it wasn’t eating as much as necessary. But none of the things inside the house, or the building itself, were broken or had missing parts. In fact, everything I had seen―every piece of furniture, every plate, the curtains, and even the bedding―I recognized from my teenage years. Nothing had changed.

      I understood now. The rooms that were taken down to reduce the maintenance of the manor, as Claire had told me, came crumbling down when they were not feeding it enough blood. That’s what the house spoke through my lips that morning when I went into Claire’s room to leave the photograph. And I hadn’t even questioned it as I said it. The only damaged places were those eaten by rodents and the burned bed. Both exterior factors. The morning I tried to cook breakfast came back to me. The house protested because someone had already attempted to burn it down.

      This condemned place could hear me, and it would not let me go and take its secrets with me. The only thing left to do was run.

      With all the strength I had left, I pushed through the complete absence of artificial light. I pushed through the ringing in my ears and through the fear trying to paralyze me. I pushed through the deeply ingrained desire burning inside me to let Appleton Hill finish off what we had started. I understood now that the place possessed an intricate sense of intelligence, perhaps the same its creator had. It knew how to play to my deepest desires, tugging at strings tied directly to my heart, trying to handle it like a puppet.

      I jumped the last two steps of the staircase and headed to the kitchen. If I had to hack it down, the back door seemed less sturdy than the oak double-doors at front.

      “Althea? Are you back?”

      Her voice numbed my feet immediately. I felt like I’d been shot with a tranquilizer and the drug was slowly taking me over. I turned and faced her. Beatrix Appleton was in the living room, her wheelchair neatly accommodated between an armchair and a wingback chair. She had her hands folded on her lap and looked as peaceful as ever. In front of her, there was a coffee table with a tea set and a vase filled with white flowers. Just like the ones from Claire’s funeral.

      I knew the logical thing to do would have been to keep going. That’s what I repeated like a mantra to maintain the cravings and the throbbing at bay. But I needed answers. I wanted answers. For my sake. For Claire’s sake. I simply needed to know, so I could keep the promise I had made to my friend at her funeral.

      “How many people have you fed to the house?” I spat out, and the smile she had plastered on her face dissolved. “Does it feed off of you as well? How many cuts do you have on you? Are you any closer to a thousand, Beatrix? Did Claire reach a thousand cuts on her body; is that why she died? Answer me!”

      While rage impregnated my words, some part of me squirmed, remembering I had treated this woman with more respect than my own mother had ever received from me. I admired her. I wanted her to be my mother. I wished for it for years… But I also knew that part of those feelings bubbling up had to do with the way Appleton Manor had rewired me during those bizarre nights, to make itself a part of me. This house didn’t need electrical wires. It needed human veins pulsing with life.

      “Now, now. Don’t get so agitated. What happened to Claire was all her fault. She was nowhere near a thousand cuts. Neither am I. And I would never let it happen. She was my daughter, you know? I loved my daughter. But there is a price to pay to live in this beautiful estate. And if you ask me, Althea, I think it isn’t that high. With just a little bit of blood, this fabulous construction runs itself. There is no necessity for heating or lighting. I never have to buy furniture or linens. Don’t you find it marvelous there are no actual bills to pay for such a glorious place? As far as I’m concerned, a little blood is a bargain.”
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      I could not believe the words coming out of her mouth. Was this woman completely deranged? It certainly sounded like that. She had been living inside a house that required her to feed it. I could recognize some of that madness as I had experienced it myself.

      “‘This property was built upon the blood of innocents. That always brings sorrow and disgrace,’” I repeated the quote from the oral history book.

      “Excuse me?” This threw Beatrix Appleton off. Her act fell apart as she heard my statement.

      “Claire tried to burn down the house. Was that what happened?” One last thing joined the chain of events I was finally putting together. “Why did Claire try to take down the house? Was it because you didn’t want her to marry Tom?”

      “Of course not! I would’ve welcomed him with open arms. If anything, we could use fresh blood around here. Since that didn’t happen, you came to fill in the blank space.”

      Claire and Tom had wanted to elope. It wasn’t that Beatrix didn’t want her daughter marrying a simple gardener, as Adelaide had assumed. It was that Claire tried to protect Tom from turning into Appleton Hill’s next meal. But why did she do it? If Claire knew how the house worked, why did she do something to jeopardize her whole plan?

      “That man was putting inconvenient ideas inside my daughter’s head. Claire was such a gullible child. If they wanted to get married, I’m sure once Tom moved in, we could’ve found a way to turn his mind around,” Beatrix Appleton stated while she touched the armchair next to her with two fingers.

      Her actions felt nauseating. She seemed to be getting some sort of delight by caressing that chair. Perhaps that was what Tom did to improve Claire’s life. Not only had he brought love into it, but somehow, he breathed new―and much needed―oxygen into her brain. I suddenly understood that the dead stare people had noticed on Claire had to do more with the way Appleton Manor clouded one’s mind once it started to feed off you.

      “No, this wasn’t about Tom. Claire realized you had been letting the house feed off Rose, right? Am I right?”

      Beatrix continued to fixate on tracing the swirls carved into the wood of the armchair. It was sickening how she kept doing that with a satisfied smile on her face.

      “Claire had this silly thing of trying to shield people from the house. Which, in reality, is absurd.” She finally took her eyes away from the armchair and motioned with her hands to the room around her. “Who wouldn’t want to be a part of this fascinating legacy?”

      Beatrix waited for an answer, and when she didn’t get one, she cleared her throat and carried on.

      “Yes, when my daughter realized Rose had been fully consumed, she threw a fit, as she usually did to protect certain people. Yet this time she took it too far. Claire tried to hurt the house, and the house defended itself. That is all. I know I’d promised Claire that―after Charles was gone―I wouldn’t feed any more family members to the house, but I still think she overreacted. And it had its consequences, evidently…”

      “The house defended itself.” This entire conversation was surreal. I knew Beatrix was beyond the point of no return the moment I remembered who Charles was. He was Claire’s father.

      “Did Claire protect me?” I asked. It was the only reason I could think of for the house not eating me when I was a teenager. It was the same reasoning behind her rejection of Aidan, and the―no longer ridiculous―promise Tom kept, even after her death.

      “‘Just let me keep this one friend, Mother, please?’ I remember her words clearly. It was like a child asking permission to keep a puppy. So endearing. She protected you and I gave her the opportunity to do so. Claire loved you, Althea. And back in the day, I was still a young and beautiful widower who needed a shoulder to cry on. Suffice to say there was no shortage of fresh blood impregnating these walls.” Beatrix showed me a smile filled with a repugnant sense of pride. “It wasn’t until you came up with that ridiculous idea of moving to New York that I let the house feed off Claire. I couldn’t afford to lose her, you see? To be honest, I think she enjoyed it.”

      This was the reason behind Claire’s rejection. She was taking upon herself the full weight of the Appleton legacy. She didn’t want to drag anyone down with her.

      “I did try to get her to date a little,” Beatrix Appleton continued, oblivious to my reaction of pain, “but she turned down every single man I sent her way. I even set her up with a woman, to see if that sparked her interest. I honestly thought she was frigid… until that delightful gardener showed up. They were not so good at keeping it a secret, you see?”

      I had managed to hold back my rage during that excruciating conversation. But listening to that monster talk about how my beautiful, caring friend refused to be pimped out to maintain this horrifying legacy turned out to be too much. I was still standing at the living room entrance, next to a wall. Gripping the ax with both hands, I swung it to my right, where there was a table with a vase on it and a mirror hanging above it.

      Both vase and mirror fell in pieces to the floor.

      “NOOO!” Beatrix Appleton shrieked, and the house quivered again.

      I turned to my left to break the ornaments on the other side of the entrance; nothing would stop me now. What I did not anticipate was one final revelation, one that would freeze my arms in full swing.

      Beatrix was standing. Next to the chair she had caressed with disturbing pleasure, she was now standing on her own two feet, sobbing at the loss of the mirror I had broken. Behind her stood the wheelchair she had pushed away when the sight of the ax hitting her belongings propelled her out of it.

      Claire’s mother wasn’t an invalid. She had never been bound to a wheelchair. The final question had been answered. The wheelchair was nothing but an act. The ornaments were not enough now. I leaped to the coffee table in front of Beatrix and brought the blade of the ax down onto it with all my might.

      One time.

      Beatrix screamed in fear.

      Two times.

      I screamed in anger.

      The house shook and squirmed as I’ve never seen a solid object do. The tremor was audible, like the frightening sound of an earthquake, running under the floorboards and the wallpaper. The blade became bloodier and bloodier with each hit. I felt drops of it splattering my face, and I wondered if they were mine. Or was it Milton’s blood? Was it Claire’s?

      “This house owns you now. Respect it.” I heard Henry Appleton’s words loud and clear above the deafening sounds coming from the house.

      “Over my dead body!” I pushed back.

      I moved onto the sofa and started to hack away the pillows. Feathers flew around me in the haste of mad destruction enrapturing me. Feathers that soon left behind their natural white color to adopt an unnatural shade of red. The more I let the blade fall on whatever was in front of me, the redder my vision became.

      Appleton Hill was now in full earthquake mode. Every single part of it trembled as Beatrix Appleton’s cries mixed with all the noise. She had crawled to one of the corners of the room, trying to hide from me, probably believing I was going to hack her to pieces. Truth be told, at that moment I was aiming at everything and everyone.

      Some floorboards sprang up, making the floor unstable and bringing me to my knees. As I scrambled to get hold of the ax at my feet, I noticed a movement around the light switches. Something was coming from them, creeping out and taking over the walls.

      “Cables… the cables…” I couldn’t finish my own thought, but I understood now that this was the house’s way of fighting back, as Beatrix had put it. Claire didn’t hang herself. The house had strangled her with the chandelier’s wiring.

      This was a fight to the death, and I was going to win it. I jumped to my feet and scurried to the closest switch. I swung the ax over my head and let the blade snap the wires in half, feeling like I was cutting away Henry Appleton’s fingers. Suddenly, the glass of the large windows looking out to the front of the house exploded inwards. I hunkered down, trying to protect myself from getting even more injured by the manor.

      It was either it or me.

      With my arms still covering my head, I peeked at the walls and saw blood pouring through the wallpaper, as if through pores of skin. Unable to take my eyes away from the vermilion curtain unfolding around me, I lowered my arms and placed one hand on the floor to get up. When I touched a warm liquid with my fingertips, I looked down. There was blood bubbling up from under the detached floorboards.

      Appleton Manor was starting to flood, to choke itself on the blood it had drunk throughout the centuries. But its survival skills were not perfect. In an effort to defend itself, the house had created an easy exit for me.

      I jumped out through one of the broken windows and landed heavily on the other side. After that, all I remember is scrambling to my feet and running down the hill. I had no idea where I left the ax or what was going to happen to Beatrix Appleton. My only concern at that moment was to survive.

      I was running down the last steps to reach the street when I noticed fresh blood beneath my boots, as though I was crossing a bloody swamp. I pushed myself harder until I made it to the other side of the road. Out of breath, I leaned forward and placed my hands on my knees. When the ringing in my ears faded away, I turned around.

      It was a gruesome spectacle. Blood poured down the hill on all sides, and I feared it might reach me once again. I was calculating the next phase of my exit, trying to shake away the trembling that had taken over my legs, when I noticed an incessant sound encircling the hill. It wasn’t the earthquake-like drumroll I had already heard. This was as if a massive swarm of bees was hovering over me.

      Except there were no bees. It was coming from the vines. The plants that had sprung from Milton’s body began to retract themselves. The bushes were whisked away by the rivers of blood that kept cascading down, while the trees―suddenly rootless―toppled and rolled downhill.

      And the house.

      Appleton Manor started to crumble away. Piece by piece, that stately construction was disintegrating on the spot as blood ran out of it. From where I was standing, that was not the only mesmerizing thing to watch. To my right, the garden of red statues that had caused such an impression on me also met its fate. The vines were retracting to a spot I could not pinpoint, apparently on the other side of the hill. However, some of them took the time to wrap themselves around Henry Appleton and his family. And they began to squeeze them, harder and harder, choking them with Milton’s wrath. Eventually, the statues caved in and, like blood-filled balloons, they exploded in a red rain that mixed with the rest of the deluge.

      Slowly, the self-generated earthquake diminished. It was interesting to note how, even though the amount of blood pouring out of the house was unbelievable, the land absorbed most of it, so it barely made it to the street.

      By this point, I realized I was not the only one witnessing the fall of Appleton Hill. A small crowd was gathering around me to watch in bewilderment. The Appleton reign was over. Bled dry for good. The property was gone. The wild nature that had tried to devour the house for centuries was also gone, and—

      “There is no more fog,” I heard Jo behind me, finishing my thoughts.

      Luckily, the blood had not taken everything with it. The only legacy that would survive was the one directly linked to Claire. By the time the squirming of Appleton Hill stopped, the last thing still standing was the shelter. When Mother Nature reeled its tentacles back into the earth’s womb, the shelter stood strong. A beacon of light shining brightly above the devastation, waiting for those willing to brave the waves of the sea of blood.

      “Althea,” Jo said. “Why the hell do you smell like that?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you for driving her to the airport, Jo.”

      “Sure. I was happy to do it,” her voice resonated on the other end of the line. “She was worried about her clothes not being ‘fancy enough’ for the Hollywood crowd.”

      “She shouldn’t.” I smiled. “My own clothes are not ‘fancy enough’ for the Hollywood crowd,” I joked and heard a chuckle from Jo.

      “I’m glad you decided to take your mother to the award ceremony. It is the right thing to do.”

      “Yeah, I think it’s time to let some wounds heal.”

      “So…” Jo started, which meant that the real reason for her phone call wasn’t to let me know my mother was on a plane flying to Los Angeles. I had received numerous calls from Jo in the past weeks that started with small talk before the conversation veered towards a serious topic. I braced myself for what I was about to hear. “We identified two new sets of remains.”

      “Rose Carter?” I asked, jumping to a hopeful conclusion.

      “No. One is a pizza delivery boy. The other is Charles Larson, Claire’s father. Sorry.”

      I told Jo she shouldn’t apologize for making progress sorting out the countless sets of human remains the police had found on the hill. The place was covered with the skeletons of those off whom the house had fed. One of the easiest bodies to identify was that of Beatrix Appleton, since she was not a skeleton, but also because she was the only one buried under Appleton Manor’s roof. The property had collapsed on top of her.

      The forensic report stated that Beatrix didn’t even try to escape her own ending. I never received confirmation from her, but I still wondered if she was the one who cut my skin to let the house drink my blood. I was certain that the house made the mold fall upon me and it created a drug-induced sleep, also giving me the wildest dreams. It was why I didn’t wake up when the cuts were performed on me. And why the giant mold-spot followed me, despite moving the bed.

      That was why Claire appeared in my dreams that first night and dragged me to her room. She knew what her mother was up to. Claire knew that, after her death, her bedroom seemed to be an untouchable place. Although I still had a hard time imagining the wires coming out through the hole in the ceiling and wrapping themselves around her neck.

      “Luckily for us, the records Claire kept in the shelter are proving to be of enormous help,” Jo carried on, removing me from the gruesome images I was conjuring in my head.

      That was something else Jo had told me in a different phone call, a few weeks before. The shelter that had―perhaps not so miraculously―survived despite the blood flood, was Claire’s secret office. It was also where she would meet with Tom, away from her mother’s prying eyes, and that was why he was hell-bent on protecting that shed.

      “It is filled with my memories of Claire,” the gardener stated in his testimony to the police. “But I was clueless as to the operation she carried on there. Claire never mentioned anything to me.”

      Inside the shelter, the police found an old typewriter, stacks of papers, envelopes, and stamps. She also had stored in alphabetical order the identity information of those who had been Appleton Hill’s victims.

      All information was perfectly kept. Claire even had an accounting ledger where she noted the name of the person and their address. If she knew their next of kin, she wrote it down as well. By getting in touch with the families of those whose details were in Claire’s records, the police were able to confirm that they all received a typewritten letter in which the missing relative stated they were going on a long trip, or that they had met someone and were eloping, or something similar. The excuse she made to each family was also registered in Claire’s ledger. Except she didn’t count money—she counted bodies.

      Her system was impeccable. She even kept notes on what mail office she’d used to send letters. Claire never went to Ashwell’s post office. Instead, she created a circuit by visiting the post offices of nearby towns. It was an elaborate construction my friend had gone to the trouble of creating to ease the pain of those who would be missing their loved ones forever. And with her father being one of the victims, she knew a thing or two about that. Even as a kid, Claire was already hiding her mother’s secrets to the world.

      “Any idea on what are they planning to do with the hill?” I asked.

      “No, not yet. I’m sure they’ll transform it into some kind of memorial, but it’s too soon to tell. There are three centuries of bodies piled up on top of each other on that hill. The amount of work it’s going to take to put everything in order is… I can’t even guess how long it will take.” Jo sighed, demonstrating her exhaustion. Ever since Appleton Hill came tumbling down, the authorities in Ashwell had been working tirelessly. “And if you add that we can’t tell the truth about what happened… Yeah, it’s a difficult task, to say the least.”

      “What’s the official reason?”

      “A minor earthquake that occurred with no expansion waves, thus not affecting neighboring constructions or towns, combined with an unprecedented mudslide.”

      “Mudslide?” I repeated. “I think it was a little too red to be mud, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Well, Ashwell’s soil is rich in ferric oxides, which gave the mudslide that particular shade of red. The good thing about an entire town being in on the lie is that no one is going to dig around trying to find out the truth. We all know what happened, and we are working together to bury it far, far away.”

      I couldn’t quite blame the people of Ashwell for that. I never told Lena what had happened to me. I simply apologized for my horrible behavior, hiding it under the excuse of grieving for the loss of my friend. And there is another thing I am planning on keeping a secret from everyone else. Not only that I am doing it, but why am I doing it. To this day, I create a circle of salt around my bed every night before going to sleep.

      “Oh, Althea, before I forget, when are you coming back to Ashwell?”

      I told Jo I wasn’t sure, perhaps in three or four months. Although my antipathy for my hometown had decreased, I wasn’t eager to go back every month.

      “Okay, because I went to Gertie’s Diner this morning, and she is driving me crazy. She wants to know if you made any progress on the Ashwell movie.”

      I laughed. That Gertie was a tough cookie. She was pestering every person I knew to put pressure on me about the infamous, nonexistent Ashwell movie.

      “Gertie told me to tell you that if you’re not doing the film, next time you come back, you better pay for the burger, the soda, and the coffees, because Nathaniel refuses to do it,” Jo carried on, seemingly determined to obtain an answer and get Gertie off her back. “What should I tell her? Do you know who’s playing her husband yet? Because she’s offering to play herself if Christina is not available, but Brad is non-negotiable.”

      I muffled a chuckle. Maybe staying connected to my roots would not be as dull as I had anticipated.

      “Tell her I’m still looking into it.”

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank you for downloading this eBook.

        If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving a review on Amazon.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for helping me spread the word!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      TRINIDAD GIACHINO is an indie writer from Buenos Aires, Argentina. After many failed attempts, Trinidad has managed to combine her stage training background and her studies in literature and linguistics from Buenos Aires University (UBA) into a single purpose: to craft deeply human characters with a dark side that we can all relate to.

      A yoga enthusiast, a cat lover, and a wannabe Flamenco dancer, Trinidad shares her days with felines, canines, and the occasional human while creating―or embodying―stories. She is also constantly trying to trick her palate by exchanging high coffee dosages for the always less amicable cup of tea (which we all know is a fruitless enterprise, but oh well, one can dream…).

      If you haven’t joined Trinidad’s Scream Team yet, you can do so via the link below. You’ll receive a free eBook, as well as receiving early notice of her new releases, book recommendations, and other fun stuff!

      

      
        
        https://www.trinidadgiachino.com/free-ebook-the-skeleton-bride

      

      

      

      Other works by this author can be found here:

      

      
        
        www.trinidadgiachino.com

      

      

      

      
        
        Amazon

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Connect with the author

          

        

      

    

    
      To connect with Trinidad, you can use the following channels:

      

      www.trinidadgiachino.com (you’ll find a contact form and an e-mail address)

      

      Facebook Page: Trinidad Giachino

    

  

cover.jpeg
THE HAUNTING OF

APPLETON
. At





images/00002.jpeg






