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Nothing Town

There’s a nothing town called Graham that stops at the river. Named after the biggest landowner, Elias Graham, almost two hundred years ago. He’d been pretty important then and everyone thought the town was going to be a major port long into the future. Everything shipped out on the river: tobacco, dry goods, food. Then the world shifted away, and we shivered into unimportance.

That’s when everyone started calling the town Graham’s Folly.

And the people who grew up in Graham were stuck here. Like me.

Michelle Graham. That’s me. Elias Graham’s great-great-great-granddaughter...think I got enough greats in there. I have the red hair of the family, like a carrot on my head. Sometimes people look at me when the world’s not good, blame set on their faces and I wonder how being Elias’ descendant makes everything my fault.

Today I came out of the restaurant with pity tips in the pocket of my waitressing uniform. Not for the first time, I think it’s time to pack up my ten-year-old car and go somewhere, anywhere, find a place where no one judges me by my ancestors.

Except that I can’t leave. My house won’t let me.

The humidity hits me and my glasses instantly fog up. Three o’clock. Worse time of the day to go outside. The air is so hot I feel instantly weary. The sound of horses’ hooves clopping on the street makes me stop. Makes me stare. Makes my heart pound.

Horses? Here?

Two of them, brown and big-shouldered, pull a wooden wagon piled high with burlap sacks of flour. The man at the reins is dressed in a homespun shirt, trousers, and suspenders. Looks like he’s right out of an old historical film. He tips his broad-brimmed hat at me with a cursory smile.

Is my mind broken? But then I catch a scent that is decidedly horse.

A rusting Toyota belching smoke crowds in behind the wagon. The driver jams his fist on the horn in one long, angry note.

“Move your damn horses!” he bellows.

The ears on the horse nearest me twitch, like a knowing smile.

Now I gaze around the street, at the familiar narrow houses jammed in together like stakes in the ground. Built from real brick brought as ballast on sailing ships, not the facades that go on buildings now. That cupcake bakery across the street, painted bright violet? Gone, replaced by a tailor shop.

Fear pounds at me. I want to run with it, run as fast as I can, as if that will leave the fear behind. Instead, I force myself to walk down the hill, toward the harbor.

I need to be sure.

People pass me. The ones in t-shirts and shorts are indifferent to me, as expected. The ones in bustle dresses and waistcoats are mannerly, greeting me with smiles and pleasant voices. They don’t think there’s anything odd about my sky blue waitressing uniform and sensible shoes.

“Good day, madam,” a portly fellow carrying an elegant cane says, giving me a bow. “Can you tell me where the tavern is?”

I give him directions because the place is still there. Only it’s not a place to drink and socialize anymore. It’s a museum. What will happen when he goes inside?

My stomach flutters. I quicken my pace.

Clouds press against the sky, thickening into blackness. The wind is up, the water slashing at the rocky shore. Storm is coming soon.

The street dead-ends with a guide rail separating the road from the river. To the left are the docks where the ships are moored, a ferry, sailboats, and powerboats. My bones turn to ice when I see the tall ships coming in, their sails flapping in the wind.

Until I saw those ships, I’d been pretending that this was a big joke someone was playing on me. That they’d gotten re-enactors in period costumes and found horses and a wagon. But those ships...they couldn’t be faked. Something terrible had happened.

As Elias Graham predicted.

#

I’m two blocks from my house when the rain stumbles in and bleeds all over me. Water runs cold under my collar. I have to pull off my glasses because I can’t see anything. But I know where the house is, even if I can’t see. The house’s energy drags at me as I get nearer, like a river current pulling along a log.

The energy feels...hungry.

The house is one of the original historical houses in the area, and the only one owned by the descendants of the builders. Georgian architecture, which Elias favored because it was about symmetry and math. Two stories, and every room, measured to be the perfect cube. Even the windows were calculated precisely.

A man dressed in black slacks and black pants waits on the steps, under the eaves.

For a moment, my brain goes, That’s not my house! There’s a man on the steps!

Even the newspaper carrier will not deliver to my doorstep. I haven’t had a visitor in years.

The man is hard-edged, like someone had gotten ink and drew him in a blocky style. A rack of muscles on his upper body. But the face, the hair...

I smooth down my wet hair. Few people have the carrot hair of the Grahams.

He straightens up when he sees me. “You going to get out of the rain?”

A tremor of fear spreads across my shoulder blades. If something happens, I doubt if the police will respond.

But I stiffen up and try to look brave in my soppy dress. “Who are you? What do you want?”

He paces across the doorstep, jiggling with impatience. “Why haven’t you done anything?”

That’s enough to draw me to the steps. It’s a relief to have the rain let up, though I smell like a wet dog.

“About what?” I ask.

He spins, glaring with those hard eyes. He smells of sweat and stinks of fear.

“The house.” Expectant.

“So?”

The thoughts chase across his face. He opens his mouth twice to say something, then another thought makes a trek, and he closes his mouth to listen to it.

Finally: “Who owned the house before you?”

“One of my cousins. Didn’t know him. Didn’t even know why I got the house until I saw the conditions of the trust.”

The lawyers were impressed with the trust I’d inherited. It had been written to keep the house within the family. No one could sell the house or remodel it. And I had to live in it. Not that I’d complained about that. At least the trust paid for a place to live. Just not anything else.

He paces again, dragging a hand through his hair. Grumpiness rose from him like a storm cloud.

“No one told you anything about the house?”

The shiver is back. My mouth is dry. Just a letter. Written by Elias himself, two hundred years ago, dated this year, and addressed to me. By name.

#

My visitor’s name is Tam. I make him wait on the doorstep while I go inside and change clothes. I trust him enough that I will let him into the house, but not enough to let him in while I’m dressing. I doff the soaked uniform and hang it up over the bathtub to drip out. I put on a sundress with a confetti print that has a nice bit of flounce at the hem. I add sandals. Not much I can do with my wet hair, so I run a comb through it and band it back in a ponytail.

Before I go downstairs, I open the top drawer on my battered dresser. My fingers linger on the yellowed envelope inside. My name is written on it in faded handwriting. I’ve memorized what it says:

Michelle,

The worlds will break. You’re the only one who can fix them.

Elias

Underneath is some kind of simple drawing, right on the fold where the
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