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“All that you touch you change. 

All that you change changes you.”
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1 Before She Had Words for It
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It was late June, or maybe early July — the kind of Southern heat that arrived before the sun had fully committed itself to the sky. The air in Wisteria Grove pressed against the skin like a second body. Renate woke with her nightgown damp, the room breathing around her, the humidity so thick it felt deliberate, as if the house itself had exhaled onto her.

She was nine. Her first summer away from home.

Long before Renate was born, the land beneath the Moreau house had belonged to Gideon Ainsley, the wealthiest landowner in Flasch County.

She didn’t know when the arrangement had been made. She couldn’t remember being asked. No memory of a conversation, a goodbye, or a suitcase packed by her own hands. Only the fact of it: one day she had been somewhere else. Now she was here.

Years later, she would wonder if that missing memory mattered — if something had reached into the past and smoothed it over, the way scar tissue fills a wound so completely you almost forget there was one. At the time, she accepted it the way children accept most things adults decide for them: quietly, without a word.
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The house felt awake.

Before opening her eyes, she already knew she was alone in the bedroom. At the same time, she felt the peculiar certainty that she was not alone in the house.

Fear had shape. Fear had reason. This was something older — a stillness that paid attention, as though something had noticed her waking and decided, for now, to wait.

The feeling thinned when she sat up, but it didn’t leave.

The old house breathed around her. Wood expanded in the heat. Floorboards settled. Pipes clicked somewhere deep inside the walls. Ordinary sounds. Every old house made them.

Still, Renate listened — not for danger, but for confirmation of whatever had been watching.

Down the hallway drifted the smell of breakfast — Sunday smells, church smells. Sausage and biscuits. Cheese melting into eggs. Collards already simmering for dinner, as if her grandmother had been awake since before the dark lifted.

When Renate stepped into the hallway, the air shifted — not the full “occupied” weight from before, but a faint tightening, like a held breath.

A rustle reached her, sourceless. The framed photographs held still on the wall. The lace curtains hung without motion.

Renate’s eyes moved to the space just behind her shoulder.

Years later, she would remember that moment more clearly than she remembered breakfast.
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In the kitchen, her cousins — Darius, Silas, and Trey — were already seated at the counter, eating with the ease of boys who had always belonged there. Perhaps they had. Renate paused in the doorway, letting the room settle around her before she stepped inside. 

Her grandmother Evelyn’s breakfast covered every surface. Biscuits rested beneath a dish towel. Patty sausage crackled on a paper-towel-lined plate. Collard greens simmered low on the stove, their smell older than the morning, older than the house itself — a scent that felt like memory more than food.

Renate fixed a plate and carried it to the table.

She remembers eating. The scrape of forks against ceramic. The steady hum of the box fan. Her cousins talking — though memory preserved only the feeling of the conversation, not the words, the way a dream leaves behind a mood long after the images dissolve.

Outside, cicadas droned in the heat. Inside, a floorboard creaked somewhere deeper in the house.

Slow. Deliberate.

Renate looked toward the hallway before she could stop herself. Nothing was there. Nothing ever was.

Yet she carried the feeling all morning — the quiet certainty that someone had just stepped out of sight. That whatever moved through this house moved with intention. That it had always known her name.
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The rest of the morning passed in fragments. Washing up. Pulling on church clothes. Climbing into her grandfather’s Buick Electra 225 — she couldn’t remember the year, only the size of it, the heavy doors, the smell of vinyl warming beneath a sky with no mercy.

At church they sat in the second pew on the right. Her grandfather, Henry Moreau — church deacon, keeper of quiet authority — led the hymns. His voice carried the way certain voices do, as though the sound rose from somewhere beneath the chest, from something settled and old.

The congregation followed. Their voices rose behind her grandfather’s, not in harmony but in a kind of collective strain — a sound pulled upward, word by word, as if the room itself demanded it. The hymns dragged through the air, heavy and aching, each syllable stretched thin with a pleading she didn’t understand. It didn’t sound like praise. It sounded like crying out — slow, dragging, every word drawn long as though the singers were trying to reach heaven by force. There was a heaviness in it, almost fear, a sense that if they didn’t sing the hymn exactly this way, with this weight and this ache, God might smite the entire congregation where they stood. The sound pressed against Renate’s chest, trembling through the room like a warning rather than worship, a shield the adults held steady to keep something terrible from breaking loose.

The church ladies fanned themselves with cardboard fans — Jesus smiling on one side, a funeral home advertisement on the other. The movement caught Renate’s eye. With each slow rise and fall, Jesus flashed into view and then vanished, replaced by the funeral home’s promise of arrangements and rest. Holiness and death trading places in the same breath. The rhythm of the fans matched the dragging hymns, an uneasy pulse that made her think of the hallway that morning — of something watching, waiting, listening. The adults seemed unbothered by the proximity of salvation and burial, as if carrying both in the same hand was simply how the world worked. But to Renate, the flicker felt like a warning, a sign she wasn’t old enough to read.

A teenage boy played piano near the choir stand. Thirteen, maybe fourteen, his fingers moving with the ease of someone who had learned the music before he learned language. When he sang — “Anybody here love the Lord...” — the congregation erupted, voices rising from every corner of the sanctuary.

Renate sat inside all of it, watching.

The feeling from the hallway found her again — the sensation that something invisible had entered the room, or perhaps had been present the entire time, patient and unhurried, waiting for the right voices to call it forward. The fans kept moving, Jesus and the funeral home trading places in the air, holiness and death flickering like a signal she didn’t yet understand.

She thought: this is what a house feels like when it is full.

She didn’t know yet that she would spend years learning the difference between a space that was simply occupied and a space that was alive.
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Sleepiness found her. She rested her head in her grandmother’s lap. The church sounds blurred together — piano, voices, the slow pulse of cardboard fans, her grandmother’s hand moving in a steady circle against her shoulder. It was a rhythm that asked nothing of her, a small shelter inside the larger, trembling room. A rhythm that said: you are here, you are held, and for this moment, that is enough.

Looking back, Renate would mark that moment as the beginning — the quiet hinge on which the summer turned. The beginning of whatever happened between her and her cousins, the beginning of the things she would spend years trying to explain to people who had never lived in houses like the Moreau house, in towns like Wisteria Grove, where the line between the living and everything else was thin enough to talk about.

She remembers the benediction. Her grandparents talking beneath the shade trees. She doesn’t remember the ride home.

Memory closes there — a door easing shut on a summer afternoon, leaving behind only the heat, the heaviness, and the certainty that something on the Moreau land had recognized her the moment she arrived.

That it had been waiting.

That it was glad.
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2 The Shape of the Land
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The house sat on an acre of land, though Renate had no sense of what an acre meant at nine years old. She only knew the world had widened around her in a way that felt sudden and disorienting — as though space itself had stretched while she wasn’t looking. And somehow, in the same breath, the house had become too small.

The driveway ran mostly dirt, interrupted by a single strip of cracked pavement her Uncle Henry’s prison work crew had laid years before. Whenever a car pulled in, red clay rose in soft clouds and drifted over everything — her bare legs, the lawn furniture, the laundry line, the collard patch bending under its weight. Sometimes the dust lingered long after the car stopped, hanging in the air as though the land were holding its breath, as though it preferred disturbance to stillness.

Years later, she would remember the dust before she remembered faces — the way it rose, the way it settled, the way it seemed to watch.

—-
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Inside, the house felt arranged by memory rather than by hands — heavy beds pressed against narrow walls, dressers crowded into corners, chairs standing where there was scarcely room to pass. Every room carried the settled authority of choices made long before she arrived, each piece holding its place with the confidence of something that had earned the right to stay.

Three bedrooms with full-sized beds. A fourth room with twins. Closets hardly deep enough for a winter coat. Wood paneling
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