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​​​Chapter 1: Prologue
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Copperville didn't even have time to catch its breath after the latest events. After all, it wasn't easy for a small, forgotten town like this to overcome the death of Dimitri Alexander. He was a local college student who had reluctantly taken on the task of directing The Rainmaker, a play that the college theater club was staging to celebrate the town's centennial.

For a whole year, everyone who belonged to one of the city's associations worked hard to achieve the impossible: coordinating everything so that, during the week of artistic events, everything would be perfect and the celebration of one hundred years would go down in history.

However, the strange thing was that the town hall clock would strike not to tell the time, but to stop it. In the void created between the chimes, the shadows of that timeless situation intervened, directing the fortunes of the inhabitants and making them act on their own urging. They assigned Dimitri to direct the play, sent a music teacher to the hospital, and disrupted the residents' lives.

Apart from the students, the mayor's wife, Frida Cohen, also played a leading role during this period. She pulled all the strings so that her childhood friend and current lover, Bill Cody, could exhibit his paintings in the city library. His paintings captured what was happening according to the otherworldly designs of the shadows. Bill simply saw these designs and painted them with charcoal.

Despite all this, the performance starring Nanita, Frida's daughter, and John Mackenzie, Emily Adams's illegitimate son and now close friend of Frida, went extremely well. By the end of the play, the two protagonists, Ann (Dimitri's sister) and Susan (a student who had changed schools), felt the deceased director's presence on stage, as if he were guiding the performance from another dimension.

The love lives of the city's young people were not untouched by the turmoil caused by the deceased director, who had stolen the hearts of many. Nanita was his last victim. She had found the love of her life in him, but he had also found an unrequited love for her, a secret known only to his friend John Mackenzie, an eccentric student involved in spiritualist séances.

Because life must always go on, everyone was ready to play their part in the final scene of that period at the art exhibition held in the Copperville library.
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​​​Chapter 2: The Carmine Girl
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Frida Cohen kept checking her watch. The exhibition was set to open at twelve sharp, just ten minutes away, and Bill still hadn't arrived. If he doesn't show up, he'd better move to another city now, she thought angrily. She glanced at her watch again and was about to speak when she saw him enter, carefully holding his last painting, still folded.

"My tie wouldn't cooperate," he said apologetically, making her forget her anger and smile instead.

He walked toward the easel to the left of the reading room and unfolded the painting. After securing it firmly in its frame, he stepped back to examine it closely. Then he sat in one of the reading room's armchairs, facing the library entrance, trying to conceal his agitation.

Emily approached her friend.

"Shall we open the doors or keep waiting? There's already a crowd outside."

"Let's wait until the mayor and his council arrive. I can see them gathered at the Town Hall entrance, they're probably waiting for Joseph and David," Frida replied, glancing absently at her watch again.

"If the mayor weren't your husband, I'd tell you what I think about waiting," Emily teased with a laugh.

The official party finally made its way from the Town Hall to the library. Emily went to the entrance and threw open the double doors. Then she returned and stood beside the main painting, while Frida positioned herself on the opposite side. The two women resembled statues, their very presence lending grandeur to the artwork between them. Somehow, they illuminated it with a strange, otherworldly glow, emphasizing that this was the centerpiece of the exhibition.

As the doors opened, the crowd outside stepped aside, forming a corridor for the officials to enter, then followed them in. The library foyer quickly emptied as the crowd dispersed throughout the hall, admiring the paintings and deliberating on whether to buy one, and which one, when Nanita appeared at the door, with Anna a few steps behind her.

Anna lingered slightly back, as if someone were holding her there, wanting the mayor's daughter to enter alone and see the central painting for herself. Nanita moved ahead, drawn as if by a magnetic pull, and stopped in front of it. Before she could study its details, her face went pale, she felt the ground vanish beneath her feet, and barely managed to stay upright.

The painting depicted a forest shrouded in morning mist. A path was visible, along which a shadow walked away. In the foreground, a young man bent down to pick a flower. The artwork, created entirely in charcoal, featured only one colored object: a rose, painted in carmine red, which the young man seemed to gather tenderly. In her final moment of clarity, Nanita saw the shadow on the path turn back and approach her, while a dark cloud enveloped her with a surreal sadness. She felt a sense of threat.

That was the final blow. She fainted.

Bill, who had already taken a few steps toward her without knowing why, barely managed to catch her before she hit her head. Her father felt a surge of panic before he even heard his wife's cry. He turned to see Bill holding his unconscious daughter, while Frida rushed to take her from his arms. By the time he reached them, they had already exited the library. He caught up, took his daughter from Bill's arms, and tossed him the car keys.

"The car, quick," he ordered.

Bill vanished, and moments later, the mayor's car pulled up in front of the library. Joseph got in with his daughter in the back seat, while Frida sat in front. 

"Drive fast, to the hospital," Frida said, her eyes fixed on the girl.

Bill didn't wait for another word; he stepped on the gas, and within minutes, they reached the hospital entrance. Emily had already called ahead, and two doctors, accompanied by nurses and a stretcher, were waiting for them. They placed Nanita on the stretcher and disappeared into the emergency ward. Frida was about to follow, but Bill stopped her.

"Let's wait here," he said quietly. "Mr. Mayor, can I get you something? Coffee, water?"

The mayor seemed to snap out of a trance.

"No, thank you. Just park the car and you can go. I appreciate your help."

Bill bowed his head silently. A few minutes later, he returned, handed back the keys, and said mainly to Frida, "I'll be at the exhibition. Please let us know as soon as you have news."

As he left the hospital, Anna and John were arriving, with Peter trailing behind.

"Where did they take her?" Anna asked.

"To the emergency room," Bill replied, walking past them.

"Where are you going?" John called after him.

"Back to the exhibition. I seem to be unwanted here."

"Did the loveless one tell you something?" John asked him again.

"Not in words," Bill answered, hurrying away.

The all ventured deeper inside. Anna hesitated for a moment, memories of her brother's death flooding back, but she ultimately followed the others. Before they could reach Frida and Joseph, a doctor emerged from the emergency ward, calm and confident, signaling that nothing serious had occurred.

"It was just a fainting spell. She's recovered. She must have been exhausted lately. Mrs. Cohen, please ensure she rests and eats properly. She'll stay for two hours, and then you can take her home. No special monitoring is needed. Just bring her back in a week for a full checkup."

Frida thanked him, and he departed. John seized the opportunity to slip into the ward, where Nanita lay behind a curtain. She saw him and grasped his hand. He leaned over her.

"What happened, kid? You scared us to death!"

"John, I felt something threatening," she confessed, her voice trembling.

"Threatening? From what?" he asked, confused.

"From the shadow... in Bill's painting, the one at the entrance!" she exclaimed, breaking into silent sobs.

"Calm down, and don't tell anyone else what you just told me. They won't believe you. We'll talk about it later, all right?"

"When I close my eyes, I see shadows moving," she whispered, nodding faintly.

"Don't think about it. Be quiet now; your mother's coming."

He signaled to Frida, who had just entered, searching for her daughter. As she approached, he slipped out. He needed to tell Emily. Taking Anna by the hand, he left.

Frida stood beside the bed, gazing at her daughter with love. A tear welled in her eyes.

"My child, you nearly drove me mad. What happened? Tell me."

Nanita gestured for her to sit. Frida moved closer, hesitant at first, but then sat beside her and took her hand.

"Well?"

"Mother, it must have been fatigue, just a fainting spell," Nanita said softly, concealing the truth about the painting.

"That's what I thought too. I'll find your father so we can take you home."

"I'll be fine in half an hour, so don't worry. After tomorrow's performance, everything will be over, and I can finally rest."

"That's what the doctor said as well. But I want you checked into a proper hospital, just to be sure. Until then, it's bed rest. Agreed?"

Nanita said nothing. She knew she needed to wait for the right moment to speak, and this wasn't it.

John reached the library first. Emily caught him by the arm.

"What happened? What made her faint?"

He hesitated, unsure whether to tell her. Bill approached, looking anxious.

"The important thing is that she's fine. How are things here?" he asked both of them.

"I sold out," Bill replied, "but I'd trade it all if the girl hadn't collapsed. She was the only one blameless."

"What do you mean?" Emily asked, frowning.

Bill took her hand and slowly led her to the large painting, as if to show her something.

"What exactly am I supposed to see?" she asked.

"The shadow is gone from the painting," he said in despair.

By late afternoon, Nanita, Anna, and John were sitting on the mayor's porch, trying to relax. No one mentioned the next day's performance; they all knew Nanita would never back out. As the lead actress, she had to stand her ground.

Anna grew restless and finally stood.

"Dimitri's things are packed and loaded. I have to reach the ranch before midnight."

John asked if he could write to her. She smiled and kissed his cheek.

"I'd love that. You should come to the ranch sometime and see the valleys. Do you ride?"

John smiled, and Anna understood.

"It's not hard, I'll teach you."

After she left, Nanita and John sat in silence on the veranda. John spoke first. "What are you going to do?"

"I'm leaving," she said quietly, as if afraid someone might stop her.

"Don't be ridiculous. Where would you go?"

"To San Francisco. I'm not staying here."

"And what will you do there?"

"Study acting. I want to be an actress."

John fell silent for a few moments.

"Have you told your parents?"

"Not yet. After everything, I didn't get the chance."

"The mayor won't let you go," he said.

"I'm twenty. I don't need his permission," she replied firmly.

Silence lingered between them. Then John decided to share what his mother had confided.

"Do you know about the painting?"

"The one at the entrance?" she asked, alarmed.

"That one."

"Did something happen?" she asked again, her color draining.

"It seems the pigments Bill used weren't stable, and a dark section has faded," he said, observing her reaction.

Nanita felt herself fading again. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

"Just some water, please, before I faint again and they lock me up at home."

By the time John returned from the kitchen, she had recovered. She took a few sips and splashed water on her face.

"Tell me exactly what happened," she said anxiously.

He relayed the entire story.

So Frida already knows, or soon will, she thought. Maybe that will help my decision.

"What are you thinking about?" he asked.

"That you call yourself my friend, but you've kept a lot from me. What's going on with Bill?" she said, meeting his gaze.

John found himself trapped by the need he felt to emotionally shelter the beloved woman of his dead friend. He lit a cigarette and began telling her everything. About Dimitri, about Susan, about the sheriff and Emily, even about Frida and Bill. But mostly about what Bill was painting.

"Frida and Bill?" Nanita asked after a while, as if she could not believe such a development in her mother's relationships.

"I wasn't there, but that's what I understood, and I already regret having told you."

Nanita reacted in a completely different way and burst out laughing. "Don't worry, I won't say anything to anyone."

"And why are you laughing?" John asked, puzzled.

"Because the honorable mayor goes to meetings in the provincial capital every other day, but the truth is he spends his nights hopping from bar to bar with willing ladies. Serves him right. But that's not why I'm happy. Frida will help me leave."

"You're going to blackmail her with what you found out?"

"Of course not. I'll just scare her by telling her I can't stay in Copperville. That's far more powerful than any blackmail I could attempt."

When the exhibition closed that evening, Emily asked Frida to sit with her for one last drink. The large painting at the entrance had already been taken down and carefully stored away. Emily did not want anyone else to see what had happened.

"Can you handle it if I tell you one more thing?" she asked her friend.

"Is something wrong with Nanita?"

"No, the child is fine. What I'm about to tell you has to do with Bill's central painting," Emily said, and as calmly as she could, she recounted everything that had happened.

"How is Bill?" Frida asked anxiously, her focus now unconsciously shifting to her childhood friend.

"He's in pieces, but holding on. As soon as everything was over, he went home. You tell me, are you okay?"

"I'm fine, but to be honest, I feel a threat, and I don't know where it's coming from."

"Isn't it obvious, my dear? You're worried about the people you love. What else?"

Frida broke down into a silent sob. Emily went to her and held her.

"Calm down, Frida, calm down. For now, everything seems to have settled. We'll see what needs to be done. We have plenty of time ahead of us, and I'm certain we'll find help."

"I need to go home," Frida said suddenly. She hurriedly said goodnight to her friend and, taking her daughter's car that was parked outside the library, drove home without further delay. She blamed herself for having stayed out so late, but Nanita had seemed perfectly fine when she left her at the hospital.

Her husband's car was parked in the garage driveway, but he was nowhere to be seen. She left her bag on the small table by the entrance and moved as quietly as possible toward the living room. She realized Nanita was in her room, asleep. She poured herself a glass of whiskey and turned on the lights at the bottom of the stairs.

"You scared me, poor thing," she said to her husband, who was sitting at the other end of the living room with a glass in his hand. "Did you manage to talk to the girl?" she added, this time with concern.

"No, but I'm waiting for you to inform me," he replied sternly.

"Joseph Cohen, don't try that tone with me, it won't work. It was her who convinced you to let her go to the theater. I had my reservations. Overexertion causes these things."

"If it's just overexertion, then fine. With some rest, it will pass," he answered, trying to calm things down.

"What else could it be?" she asked, not understanding where he was going with this.

"Nothing, female complications. The girl has been out a lot lately," he added, frowning.

Frida shot him a vicious look. "You should know your daughter better. In any case, that's impossible, she had her period a few days ago."

Joseph let out a sigh of relief. For him, only appearances mattered. Everything else he dismissed as emotional problems that could easily be overcome. A bit more money and everything fell into place. Frida did not let it pass.

"So if it were that, what would you do?" she asked and took a sip of whiskey.

"I'm holding on to the fact that it's not what I feared, and I answer you, she's still too young for that."

"I get it, don't continue. In any case, regardless of what happened today, and because I want to be absolutely sure my child has nothing at all, I'm taking her to San Francisco for tests."

"Since there's no possibility of pregnancy, why such a decision?" he asked anxiously.

"You didn't hear my whole decision. We're going, and you're not coming with us. I want her to change air without feeling watched by the daddy and mommy duo."

Joseph said nothing. When Frida took on that expression, it was better not to argue. The only thing he dared to say was that if he were to go with them, it would be to check on the condition of a house he had inherited from an uncle who had recently died.

"And why don't I know this?" she asked, even more irritated.

"I wanted to see it first and then tell you," he replied.

"I'll see it and tell you. That way you won't have to run to the ends of the earth. And before you say anything, I'll stop you. I've always wanted us to have a house in San Francisco, so take your measures. If the house can be fixed up, you'll dig deep into your stingy pocket. I'm going to bed."

She left the glass on the living room table, literally tossed the shoes she was wearing near the stairs, and with complete control went upstairs to her bedroom. Seeing her like that, Joseph started thinking all sorts of things, but of one thing he was absolutely sure. That night he would receive a magnificent no if he dared ask for anything more.

After a while, he followed her as quietly as he could.

*****
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Two days later, in the morning, Frida was waiting for her daughter so she could announce her decision about the trip to San Francisco and the medical tests Nanita would have to undergo. The truth was that when she had mentioned it at the hospital, Nanita had shown no reaction, and that gave her courage.

That morning Nanita was late coming downstairs. Everything had gone well with the performance, and she had managed not to follow the other kids on their night out because of her condition. She had gone straight home, and after a second injection her mother gave her almost by force, she had fallen asleep.

Frida had heard her wake up, but the girl was showering and generally making noise, doing various things that made the time pass without her coming down. Joseph had already left for City Hall, so Frida could not stand it any longer.

"Are you coming down? The coffee will be undrinkable in a minute," she shouted to her daughter from the stairs.

"I'm coming," Nanita's voice answered, and a moment later she appeared on the stairs wearing a tracksuit and matching shoes.

"Don't tell me you're going to work out."

"I'm going to wash my car, so treat me to some coffee and a cigarette and then come tell me what you want."

"What makes you think I want something from you?"

"Come on, what do you take me for? Like I don't know you!" he replied with an ironic smile. "If you're standing on the stairs waiting for me to come down, you want something. So say it."

"I already told you at the hospital, so I'm just repeating it. The two of us are taking a trip to San Francisco, and besides seeing the sights, you'll have a few medical tests."

Nanita looked her in the eyes and grew serious. "Is there something else you want to tell me that has to do with shadows?"

Frida felt the ground drop away beneath her feet.

"Sit down, because judging by your color, you probably need tests too," her daughter continued calmly.

Frida looked at her in despair. She had thought this whole story would stay far away from her child. Her first thought was whether she could take her and disappear from this place altogether. Nanita was staring at her with a piercing look, trying to see behind the eyes that were looking at her as if they did not really see her.

"What's stranger," she finally asked, raising her eyebrows, "that I saw shadows in a painting as if they were alive, or that you never told me anything?"

A second shock for Frida.

"What did you see?" she asked anxiously.

"What you heard. I saw shadows coming to life and threatening me, and then I learn from John that they were erased, who, by the way, tried to come up with the most believable explanation by saying it happened because Bill's charcoal faded due to the air conditioning. Have you ever heard a bigger piece of nonsense than that?"

Frida still did not speak. Nanita stepped closer and, reversing their roles, hugged her tenderly.

"Relax, Frida. I'm not afraid of anyone, and no one is going to change my decisions. But naughty lady, you didn't tell me anything about all the rest?"

That was the last thing Frida could handle. She burst into tears and laughter at the same time. Nanita joined in laughing. It took them a while to calm down.

"So what do we do now? Because you should know I plan to leave Copperville."

Frida's mouth fell open.

"Mother, close your mouth, a fly will get in. I've made my decision. What you didn't dare to do, I will. I'll transfer and take theater classes in San Francisco, and don't act like you didn't see it coming. A simple reading of the signs I've been giving you would have been enough."

"And what will we tell your father?" she asked in despair.

"That I need money every month for my studies. What else?" she said, almost innocently.

"And you think he'll accept that so easily?"

"You know how to convince him, and besides, do it once with your husband for a good cause. When he's satisfied, he says yes to everything."

"And how do you know that?"

"I have eyes and I see, ears and I hear. And every time he comes back from his conferences he has that stupid look, as if no one understands where he goes and what he does. But since you don't cut him off, it's not my place to talk."

Frida lowered her head and said nothing. She had thought no one knew her secrets, and now her daughter not only knew, but knew even the things Frida herself did not want to admit. Nanita saw her distress and tried to patch things up.

"Look, Frida, let's not pretend. You paid him back with the same coin and you'll probably keep paying him back. So don't play the wounded doe. Let's see how we can manage to do what we want, and the rest in due time. So, how do we handle it?"

"What do you mean, so? You turn everything upside down and you want a plan? What's left for us to do?"

"To go to San Francisco and make him understand. How does that sound as a start?"

"And not tell him anything?"

"That's what I'd suggest. We'll go see if they accept me at the theater school and tell him we're going for tests. What do you think he imagined?"

"Don't you get it?" Frida said, smiling.

"That he'd become a grandfather? To hell with that, that never crossed my mind," she replied and burst out laughing. "Just make sure you don't bring me a dark-skinned little sibling, because then you'll really see tears."

"Nanita, get up and go wash your car, you've gone too far."

Nanita laughed and, as she left the kitchen, pretended to cradle a baby in her arms and rock it. Frida threw a piece of cake at her.

When Frida told Joseph the date they would be leaving, he was in his own world. He kept repeating that the child shouldn't be upset. He insisted, however, that before they left for San Francisco, Nanita should undergo the tests the hospital doctor had requested. Frida agreed more to reassure him than for any other reason. The results showed absolutely nothing. Still, Frida managed to convince him that this was even more reason to hurry and get tests done at a well-established hospital. Joseph all but chased them out the door.

"You see how you know how to handle him?" Nanita told her the night before they left. "What will you do this afternoon?"

"I'll go see Emily. You make sure you pack your suitcase. The train leaves tomorrow morning at nine."

*****
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They left the Cohen house at eight in the morning. Each of them, mother and daughter, had two suitcases.

"What do you need all those clothes for?" Joseph asked, getting no answer.

On the train they settled into the compartment Joseph had booked and hurried him away with the excuse that the train might leave and he wouldn't have time to get off. They still had fifteen minutes, which they spent standing at the window while he stayed on the platform.

"Why do you look so sour?" Frida asked him, anger clear on her face.

"It's because you're both leaving," he said apologetically.

"When you leave, is it better? Don't you miss us both then too?"

"I'm different," he replied, eyes lowered.

"Little by little you'll learn. You never know what tomorrow brings," his wife answered.

"Frida, save the jokes for another time."

Oh, won't the time come when you learn the news? Then you'll see how we laugh, she thought, smiling slyly. Of course, her mind was on her daughter. She deliberately ignored her own situation.

The stationmaster blew his whistle once, a sign that the train would soon depart. A few minutes later he blew twice, and the train slowly began to roll along the tracks. Frida sat down first. She did not know why, but she felt far freer than she had expected. Nanita kept staring out the window until the station disappeared from view.

"Where will we stay?" she asked after a while.

"Your father booked us a room at the Holiday Inn," Frida replied, also telling her about the house they were supposed to see, her father's recent inheritance.

"Don't tell me we're staying in a house where an old man lived until recently."

"I said we'd see it, and you'd better start thinking like someone who has to manage her finances. Your father has money, but he's no Rockefeller."

Nanita closed her eyes in protest, as if she wanted to rest. Frida said nothing, focused on her own thoughts, but not for long.

"You're very quiet. Tell me what I don't know."

"Susan will be waiting for us at the station. You remember Susan Smith? I asked her to look into my situation, and she probably has good news. Anything else?" she said, half opening her eyes.

"Forgive us, princess, for bothering you. But be careful, because I won't hesitate to take the next train back and send your father instead. Your tantrums are his problem," Frida replied angrily.

Nanita realized she had pushed it too far and smiled at her. After that, each withdrew into her own thoughts. There was a lot to do, and little time.

The monotonous sound of the train soon lulled Frida into a very strange sleep. She dreamed that the ticket inspector asked her to check the passengers' tickets because he wanted to rest. She put on his hat and started going through all the compartments, checking tickets. Somewhere in the middle of the train, one compartment door was locked. She took a key from her pocket and opened it. Inside there was nothing. The window, however, was open, and it was as if a blackness slid from everywhere and flowed out through the window, leaving behind a sense of terror. It was like the shadows that haunted her.

"Tickets, please," a voice was heard, and Frida opened her eyes in terror.

She searched her bag and handed the tickets to the inspector. He took them, punched them with the machine he held, wished them a good trip, and left.

"What happened?" Nanita asked. "You looked like you saw a ghost."

"Something worse, my child. I dreamed that the shadows of Copperville are on the same train with us."

At that moment she broke. Nothing was beautiful anymore. The trip, her dreams for her daughter, everything was under a constant threat. She had to find a solution. Nanita was in danger. Her mind, searching for an answer, stopped at Bill.

What can he do? she thought.

Strangely enough, something told her that if anything could be done, the one who would face the nightmares of all the previous years was Bill Conti, the painter of shadows.

Susan was waiting for them on the platform. She hugged Nanita, kissed her on both cheeks, stepped back a little, and told her,

"The day after tomorrow in the morning, at the Academy of Art University on Montgomery Street. Exactly at ten."

Nanita stared at her, unable to believe what she was hearing. Her mouth hung open.

"Really?"

"As true as you see me, and I see you."

Nanita turned and looked at her mother, who had been standing off to the side in silence. She took a step toward her, hugged her, and kissed her on the cheek without saying a word. Frida smiled, satisfied.

"Good evening, Mrs. Cohen. Did you have a good trip?" Susan asked.

"Good evening, Susan. Very good. Shall we go? I think we can talk more comfortably at the hotel."

She motioned to a porter who approached with his cart. He loaded their suitcases and asked where they were going.

"Taxi to the hotel," Frida told him, with that slightly condescending tone provincials often adopt when they find themselves in a big city.

A little later the hotel bellman took their luggage and led them to their room. They barely stayed. They went down to the lounge, took a nice corner table, and ordered coffee. The conversation picked up immediately. Nanita wanted to know how Susan managed to secure her a meeting with one of the city's most famous theater schools.

"You should count yourself lucky," Susan said, smiling. "I've been pestering them with my own stuff, but I found a girl in the office who helps me. Anyway, nothing is finalized yet, but at least it's a good start. She booked you an appointment with Miss Margaret Chorster. She's the head of studies for the acting department and the one who selects the students. She already has your academic file, although I don't think it matters that you've already completed your first year of college in Copperville."

Frida frowned. "We didn't think to bring photos."

"As if I wouldn't have brought them," Nanita replied. "And not just photos. I have clippings from reviews and a recommendation letter from Nick."

The girls looked very pleased with how things were turning out. Nanita had already forgotten the incident at the library, thrilled by the path she believed was opening up for her. Frida, on the other hand, while sharing her daughter's joy, was afraid of what lay ahead. She had to find a way to protect her.

"We shouldn't stay out too late," she said to them. "We need to rest, and tomorrow is a good opportunity to see that house of your father's. What are you doing these days?" she asked Susan, secretly looking for someone who knew how to move around the city.

"Tomorrow I'm on an afternoon shift, so if you want I can come with you in the morning. Where is this house, and what exactly is it?"

Nanita hurried to explain about her father's late inheritance.

"Where exactly is the house?" Susan asked Frida.

"On Hyde Street," she answered. "Do you know it, Susan?"

"Yes, it's a well-known street, and there's a bus from here. It's not far."

"Please, as if we're taking the bus. That's what taxis are for. Tomorrow at ten is fine?" Frida replied.

"We'll be waiting for you at nine thirty for breakfast, then we're off to, what did we call it?" Nanita asked.

"Hyde Street," Frida repeated.

"Is it an apartment?" Nanita asked with interest.

"No. From what Joseph told me, who hasn't been there since he was a child, it's a two story house. Why?"

"Who knows? I might need a roommate. Is it close to the theater academy?"

"Everything is close, but it's better not to rush. Let the meeting go well first, and the rest can follow in due time," Susan replied with a smile.

"Susan, listen to me. I'm coming here to study acting. If they don't accept me here, I'll go to the ends of the earth to find a school. I'm not going back."

"We'll manage, little one, and we'll make you a first-rate actress," Susan whispered in her ear, hugging her.

The plural Susan used struck Nanita as odd. Referring to Dimitri? she wondered, but did not pursue it.

Susan left, and the two women went up to their room. Nanita went straight into the bathroom, asking Frida to order something for dinner to be brought up.

"I don't feel like getting dressed. You handle it. You know."

The next morning, at ten thirty, all three of them were standing outside the house on Hyde Street. It was an old, two-story house with a large basement. From the outside it was very beautiful, though old.

"This is it?" Susan asked in surprise.

"This is it, at least according to the address. Let's check the keys to be sure," Frida replied. She stood in front of the door and pulled a bunch of keys from her bag.

"From what I can see, the deceased knew what he was doing. The basement even has its own entrance on the other side," Nanita said, admiring the building.

"Your father's uncle?" Susan asked.

"Yes, one of those relatives you've never seen in your life," she replied jokingly.

"My family doesn't even have a distant relative with a house like this."

"Yes, but we're from a different joke. Better not talk about it."

They went inside and climbed the stairs to the first floor. The house smelled stale. The right wing had two living rooms. On the left, and toward the front, was an office overlooking the street, and behind it the kitchen with the dining room. Upstairs there were three bedrooms, each with its own bathroom, and an open shared area set up like a living room, with a TV and a turntable system with amplifiers and hundreds of vinyl records.

"I should leave before I fall in love with this house," Susan was heard saying.

"You're not going anywhere. We'll renovate the upstairs spaces and the dining room and properly close off the living rooms. The two of us will live here. We'll share the place," Nanita replied firmly.

Susan stared at her, stunned. "You're joking."

"Not at all. There's no way I'm living alone in this huge house."

"You could rent it out," Susan suggested.

"We could, but we won't. When I come to visit you, I want my own room too," Frida added.

Susan realized the offer of cohabitation suited her as well. She threw her arms around her and hugged her tightly, kissed her on the cheek, and cried with joy. Then she hugged Nanita.

"We still haven't seen the basement."

Frida walked down the hallway next to the kitchen and stopped in front of a heavy door leading downstairs. They opened it and went down into a large open space with a bedroom at one end and another enclosed room like a laundry area. There were skylights and a large door opening onto the street, and the bedroom opened onto a small enclosed garden.

"This is a whole apartment. It could be turned into a gallery or be the home of a painter," Susan said in admiration.

Frida was pleased by what she heard. It gave her an idea.

"I have the right person to live in this space," she announced after a moment to the girls. And I'll have peace of mind with these two. He'll watch over them as if they were his daughters.

"Did I understand correctly?" her daughter asked.

"You understood perfectly. Why?"

"So you plan to continue with it?"

"I hadn't thought about it, but I wouldn't mind."

Mother and daughter burst out laughing. Susan pretended not to understand and wandered around the space. A little later she went upstairs into the living rooms. Frida and Nanita soon followed.

"Have you chosen a bedroom?" Nanita asked Susan, looking her in the eyes.

"If you say that one more time, I'll bring my things today, and the last thing I care about is whether the house smells stale," Susan replied.

"I'm asking again. Have you chosen?"

"I've chosen, but get the mayor's permission too, because you never know."

"I don't know why, but I'm sure everything will go well," Nanita said.

Everything will go exactly as planned, unfortunately, Frida thought, but she felt powerless to prevent what was coming. The only thing left was to convince them that the best thing for everyone was for Bill to come and live in the basement.

"Here's what we'll do," Frida said. "Tomorrow you have that meeting. If it goes well, and it will, Wednesday and Thursday you'll do the tests, Friday shopping, and Saturday we go back to Copperville. Over the weekend we'll talk with your father, and depending on the results we'll ask Susan to move things forward. We'll tell her what should go downstairs and I'll leave her keys. Did I say it right, or do you want a different schedule, miss?"

Nanita stepped closer and hugged her mother. "Do you think it'll go well tomorrow?" she asked anxiously.

"Unfortunately, it will. For their own good," Frida replied.

"But you should know, if things don't go the way I want, I'll come and settle here. There are other schools I can start at. But I will graduate from the Academy of Art."

They left the house very pleased. Almost next to it stood a modern Norwegian church.

Somewhere from the church came a strange sound, like the ticking of an old clock. It was noon. In the living room of the house, something like a shadow appeared out of nowhere, slowly passed through all the rooms, and vanished. Immediately after, a second chime was heard.

*****
[image: ]


Ten minutes before her appointment, Nanita entered the Academy building, having left Frida waiting at a small nearby bistro. She carried a leather folder with all her documents and photos, as well as Nick Hurmo's recommendation letter.

The secretary smiled at her and asked her to sit. At two minutes to ten she spoke on the phone with Miss Chorster and informed her that the appointment had arrived. She said something, then hurried to inform Nanita.

"Miss Cohen, please sit. As soon as she finishes an urgent matter that came up, she'll see you. I estimate ten to fifteen minutes."

Nanita sat down, trying to look relaxed.

Somewhere far away a clock struck. A flowing shadow covered Margaret's office, and a sense of loss flooded her. For a moment nothing mattered. Her hand reached for the application folder, opened it, and signed the first paper. That made her take a deep breath. Before the clock could strike again, everything was over.

Margaret unconsciously adjusted her hair and, less than two minutes later, asked her secretary to send Miss Cohen in. Nanita was about to say something but decided not to and entered the office.

"Good morning," she said, sitting in the armchair in front of the desk.

"Good morning, Miss Cohen. I was looking at your file. It seems you have some experience. Did you bring photos?"

Nanita handed her the leather folder. She opened it and began to examine the papers and photographs.

"All of this is interesting. There is one issue, but it's probably not a problem. We prefer students without experience so we can shape them properly. I think we can overlook that, since what I see isn't professional level. You should know, however, that there is no open position this year that comes with a scholarship. Our school is expensive for the few students who must cover all their expenses themselves."

"I believe that won't be a problem, if that's your only concern. My family has the financial means to cover the costs," Nanita replied modestly.

"You didn't understand, my dear. It's not just living expenses, since you won't be able to work anywhere because of the long hours required for rehearsals. There is also a need for significant money for costumes, makeup, and the purchase of many books. Do you think your family can handle that?"

"I'm certain, Miss Chorster. There is a trust from my grandmother that I will gladly use for my studies."

Margaret did not reply. She picked up the phone and asked her secretary to come in.

"Miss Cohen will take a non-scholarship position," she informed her and opened the folder to sign. She saw her own signature and thought, When did I sign this? She handed the folder to the secretary, who stood there with her mouth open. "Explain the rest to her. Miss Cohen, I'll see you in September."

She extended her hand in welcome. Nanita quickly shook it and followed the secretary to the outer office. The girl sat at her small desk, silent.

"My God, it's the first time she's made a decision so quickly. Miss Cohen, welcome to the Academy," she said, stunned.

"Can I ask you something? Can you just call me Nanita? I'd appreciate it."

"Okay, Nanita. My name is Maria. I'll need some official documents from your college and some from City Hall. Those take time, so push them as much as you can. Why are you smiling? Mayors take at least a month to respond," she said apologetically when she saw Nanita smile.

"Our mayor will respond immediately, not because he's a good mayor, but because he's my father."

"Oh, great. Send me the documents listed here and I'll take care of the rest. You should estimate your monthly expenses at around one to one and a half thousand dollars. Where will you be staying?"

"At my family's house on Hyde Street," Nanita replied, giving her the full address.

The girl wrote her name and phone number on the form she handed her. "I wrote my name so you won't forget it. If you need anything, call me. Have a good day, and I hope everything goes well."

Five minutes later, Nanita was standing in front of Frida, who, as soon as she saw her, checked her watch with obvious anxiety.

"So? What happened? You look happy."

"They accepted me," she said, with a completely silly smile glued to her face.

"How did they manage so fast?" her mother asked. Christ, help me.

"What does it matter? But let me ask you something. They didn't give me a scholarship. I hope there's no problem with the money, I'll need about fifteen hundred a month for the Academy."

"And another thousand or so for living expenses. Let's see what we'll tell your father."

"Do we have it? That's all I want to know."

"We have it."

"Then this is what you'll tell him. If he doesn't give the two and a half thousand a month for my studies, I promise it'll cost him double if I stay in Copperville. He'll get it."

Frida burst out laughing. She knew her daughter could make her father do whatever she wanted, but this was the first time outright blackmail had appeared on the scene.

The one who was even happier was Susan. Nanita was not only a bridge to Copperville and to their dead friend, but also good company on the difficult road Susan was following, not to mention the very generous offer of accommodation in a house where she could also present her work.

The medical tests, as expected, showed absolutely nothing.

It was time to go back. Their shopping trips had been limited to various furniture centers, and one afternoon they spent at the house trying to decide which furniture to throw out and what changes to make. The final decision was clear. The furniture from one living room would be moved down to the open basement area and replaced with modern pieces. The second living room would remain as it was. The same with the office, which Nanita liked more and more as the days passed.

Susan asked to be allowed to create a wardrobe corner in the basement and place there all the clothes in the house, as well as various curtains and other items that might later be used in some stage design. The basement was very large, and all these things together could create a very artistic decoration. They agreed, and Susan personally took charge of this task.

That weekend the house would receive its first occupant. Susan would move in. The possibility that Joseph might not accept the implementation of this plan did not seem to concern any of them.

Joseph was waiting for them at the train station on Saturday afternoon. Happy about the return of his wife and daughter, he wanted to take them out. Nanita cut him off. She was going out with her friends. He sulked, but swallowed it.

"Why the long face? Aren't you happy we'll be alone?" she asked.

He had not considered that, and it seemed like a good solution. He smiled and did not comment further. He asked about the tests, though they had discussed almost everything on the phone. Frida asked him to talk about those calmly later.

"I hope there's chilled champagne," she said suggestively.

Joseph took the bait and missed the trap. He drove home happily, believing that the few days of his wife's absence would finally work in his favor.

They arrived home shortly after. It was already late. Nanita went up to her room to get ready. Joseph relaxed on the veranda, while Frida changed into something light. The champagne had been waiting patiently in the fridge for some time.

And I was wondering how I'd manage to get him not to object. Poor thing, from now on I'll make sure you can't even drag your feet. Time for changes.

A little later Nanita threw them a quick "bye, I'll be late" and left. Frida sat down next to her husband.

"She's become a real woman," she commented, and for the first time in a long while her voice carried a sweetness and tenderness, as if all the years had gathered there.

"So? How did you spend your time?" he asked, trying to start things.

"We were running around constantly," she replied and slipped into his arms.

It was a gesture she had not made in a long time. Their age difference, more than fifteen years, had kept her away from such tenderness. She took what she was meant to take and paid the price without bargaining. That was the agreement. And suddenly, their daughter seemed to be creating a new point of shared concern.

"And why were you running around?" he asked, kissing her gently on the hair.

"Our daughter," she said, emphasizing the word "our" for the first time, "had plans of her own. She had an appointment at the Academy of Theater."

Joseph froze. Frida noticed.

"What's wrong? Are you about to want to lock her up in this damn hole?" she said, pretending to be angry and looking him straight in the eyes.

"What's wrong with Copperville?" he asked, losing his footing and not realizing
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