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    Chapter 1. The Green Door
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    A cold pre-winter rain had soaked through the cardboard box. Leo had dragged it all the way from the bus stop and now just wanted to put it down somewhere—anywhere—so he could tuck his frozen hands into his pockets. Papa hunched against the damp, dragging a suitcase and two bags. Mama looked strange in her long coat with Papa’s backpack on her back, carefully holding her favourite lamp in both hands.

    It was already growing dark, but Leo noticed the houses here were old and not very tall. Or maybe the trees were simply enormous, stretching all the way up to the roofs. The windows everywhere were huge.

    They stopped in front of a yellow-orange house. Its windows looked like paintings in frames.

    Beyond the beautiful wooden door they pushed open, flowerpots stood right in the entrance hall, and patterns were set into the stone floor. Beautiful. No lift, apparently.

    The staircase up was wide, with wooden banisters—the kind Leo had only seen in museums on school trips.

    “One floor up!” Papa commanded, and Leo started climbing first.

    The stone steps were worn down in the middle. How many people must have walked up and down to leave such hollows in the stone!

    Leo stopped at a door—and guessed right. Mama unlocked it: a large moss-green door with a gleaming metal number three.

    “We’ll have to throw everything out,” she said, flicking on the light and setting her bag on the floor. “So much clutter…”

    “Mm-hm,” Papa agreed, lowering the suitcase—large, scuffed, with rivets at the corners.

    Leo knew this suitcase. When he was very small, it had been his home. His little bed. Mama would spread a blanket inside, and Leo would fall asleep, curled up like a kitten.

    Which flat had that been in? The one that smelled of Indian spices from the neighbours? Or the one where a baby cried behind the wall all the time?

    To him, all their past flats felt the same, like walking through the cars of a long train. There had been many. The best one had a balcony.

    For a moment he had the strange feeling he had been here before.

    He listened. Somewhere something was tapping loudly.

    Leo squeezed past his parents, set the box down, and breathed on his hands. He took off his schoolbag. Inside were only a pencil case, three notebooks, a remote-controlled car without batteries, and a torch. Everything else had been left behind. In the last flat. And the one before that.

    “There’s no room for everything,” Mama always said.

    Leo stood in his wet trainers, unsure whether he should take them off. What if tomorrow—or next week, or next month—Papa said again, “Pack up. We’re moving.”

    Because of a new job. Or cheaper rent.

    But Mama suddenly sat down on a tiny sofa, looked Leo straight in the eyes—with a look he hadn’t seen in a long time—and said quietly:

    “This is Grandma’s flat.

    My mum’s flat.

    Now it’s ours.”

    Leo slowly kicked off one trainer with the other.

    “No more renting. No more other people’s flats,” she added, watching him intently.

    Grandma’s.

    Ours.

    The words hummed in his ears.

    Leo looked around. He tilted his head back. The ceilings were so high it felt as if a whole extra floor could fit inside the room. You didn’t find that in ordinary flats.

    Above the double doors leading further in, there was a small window of coloured glass in a pretty, unusual shape. He had never seen anything like it.

    Barefoot now, he tiptoed into the large room after Papa. It was dim and smelled of old paper, wood, and something dry and unfamiliar—like dried herbs.

    Was this what Grandma’s life had smelled like?

    The tapping came from here. No—it was ticking. That meant there must be a clock hanging somewhere.

    The furniture stood close together, almost pressed against one another like the people on the bus they’d taken from the station. All their previous flats had been almost empty. But here there was so much of it, and it all looked… strange.

    “Come on,” Mama said, touching his shoulder. “I’ll show you your room.”

    Your room.

    His own room? Like Max and his brother had? Max must have grown up by now. Leo remembered being friends with him. Two flats ago.

    Mama led him through another set of double doors, beyond which was yet another door—white, without glass. How many doors were there? Instead of one flat, it felt like they now had four. Or even five.

    Mama switched on the light.

    The room felt very quiet. And very pink.

    “Did you use to live here?” he asked. It didn’t look like Mama at all.

    But Mama didn’t answer. She frowned, opened the wardrobe, took out some blankets, and immediately slammed the door shut and left.

    Leo stood alone in the middle of the pink room and listened. The ticking was faint here. The floorboards creaked somewhere under Papa’s footsteps.

    Leo took a step.

    Then another.

    And he felt it.

    The flat was watching him. Studying him.

    As if the flat wanted to know him too—this boy with a wet box and an empty backpack.

    Leo whispered to the walls:

    “Hello. I’m Leo. I like you.”

    That night Leo couldn’t sleep for a long time. The flat didn’t seem to sleep either. Something kept making quiet sounds—not out on the street, but somewhere inside. The trees rustled outside the window. The wind here felt different. It wouldn’t rage or send rubbish bins clattering across the pavement.

    Leo lay on the high iron bed under a soft, warm blanket and thought about Grandma Maria. He had never seen her. Not even in a photo.

    What was she like? Kind? Strict?

    Why had Mama gone so strangely silent when he asked about the pink room?

    And then Leo understood:

    Mama had a secret.

    What kind?

    “You’ll go to a new school, you’ll meet new friends,” she had said yesterday. But Leo didn’t want new friends anymore. What was the point, if you’d just leave anyway? Although… maybe one friend would be enough. Just one. Someone he could show interesting things to.

    If he showed them to Mama, she would give a long, surprised “Ahhh…”—and it was clear she was looking at something else entirely. If he showed them to Papa, he would nod—“Mm-hm”—without lifting his eyes from his phone.

    
      For some reason, grown-ups never really seem interested in anything.

      Yes. One friend would be enough.

      Someone who would really look.

      And really listen.

    

  

  
    Chapter 2. Coffee Volcano
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    In the morning, Mama and Papa didn’t go to work.

    Mama was making noise in the kitchen, smiling as she slipped squares of bread into a lovely blue toaster.

    Leo froze in the doorway. Yesterday he hadn’t dared explore the flat, but this morning he had decided to begin with the kitchen.

    He was used to kitchens having white cabinets, a round, pill-shaped lamp on the ceiling, and linoleum floors.

    But here…

    Here, a real chandelier hung over the table, with glass flowers that tinkled softly whenever Mama walked by.

    The cabinets were dark and covered in carvings—swirls, fruit, and strange patterns.

    You couldn’t buy cupboards like that in furniture shops.

    Looking all around, Leo wandered over to a beautiful wooden chair tucked into a nook between the table and the window. The other three chairs were the same. This one wasn’t.

    “Ah! You found my place right away,” Mama laughed. “I always sat here. Well, all right—now it’s yours.”

    She laid the ladle on his shoulder, as if knighting him.

    For a moment, Leo felt as if a different kind of life had begun—a lighter one.

    “What’s this?” He lifted a small wooden box with a ceramic handle on top. Imagine that: someone had painted this little ceramic tip with a blue-and-white pattern.

    “Try to guess.”

    Leo turned it in his hands. Smooth reddish wood. To turn the handle, he had to press the box against his stomach. Something inside clicked and resisted.

    “Oh, there’s a little door! Is it a gnome’s house?” He looked at Mama uncertainly.

    Mama laughed. Leo laughed too.

    He bravely pulled the tiny porcelain flower that served as a knob—and a small drawer slid out. Inside lay fine dark powder.

    No…

    He leaned closer and sniffed.

    “Coooffee?”

    Leo looked at Mama, waiting for at least some kind of hint.

    “Let me see.” Mama pulled the little drawer out completely. It was no bigger than a matchbox. She sniffed it and raised her eyebrows.

    “These beans must be a hundred years old, and they still smell wonderful. Go on—grind me some more” she said to Leo, pushing the drawer back in. “Look.”

    Mama slid open a metal shutter beneath the little turning handle, and Leo saw brown beans lying inside.

    “Oh! I know now. It’s a coffee mill!”

    It felt good to guess right. Though it was still a little disappointing that there was no gnome.

    “Yes. Grandma only drank freshly ground coffee. She brewed it in this…”

    Mama began opening drawers. Even the handles were unusual—shaped like metal apples and pears!

    Then Mama pulled out a strange little aluminium kettle.

    “Here! This is the coffee pot she used to brew her coffee. Yes, this must be a hundred years old too.”

    She unscrewed the top and gave Leo a sly look.

    “You know what? It’s very important to fill it with water exactly to here, to this hole
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