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The farther north we went, the colder it grew, unnaturally so. A creeping trepidation slithered through me, prickling beneath my skin like static charged with intent.

I was not prepared for how violently different the weather became between lower and upper Michigan. By the time we reached the Mackinac Bridge, the snowbanks clawing up the highway shoulders were three feet high, stark and white like sharpened teeth, while back in Flint we’d left behind bare ground and dull gray skies.

Crossing the bridge... holy hell. On a calm day the five-mile stretch always set my nerves on edge, suspended between water and sky like a taut wire ready to snap. But in this storm—wind howling, snow swirling in ghostlike sheets, the SUV shuddering under invisible blows—I hovered on the edge of panic. I should have let Des drive, but stubbornness trapped my hands on the wheel.

“You should let me drive. You’ve been white knuckling it for the past two hours,” she said gently.

“You know I hate it when other people drive.”

“Yes, but you’re not used to this kind of snow. John and I are up north all winter long. These are brand-new snow tires. Just keep it in four-wheel drive and we’ll be fine.”

But fine felt like a lie. The storm stalked us the entire way into the Upper Peninsula, a relentless force pushing us deeper into a place where daylight seemed thinner, weaker devoured by ancient pines and endless white. Thank God we had left before sunrise. I couldn’t imagine driving these roads at night. There are no streetlights in the UP. No distant glow of cities. Only darkness. True, primeval darkness, as thick as ink and pierced by a thousand cold stars.

Hours later, our GPS finally announced we were nearing our destination.

“Des, do you see anything?” I asked, scanning the desolate stretch ahead. I hadn’t known the UP was this empty, this stripped-down. It felt wrong—nothing, nothing, nothing... then tiny clusters of buildings as fragile as candle flames in the vast cold.

“Lu, there’s nothing but forest and lake,” she murmured.

“We should be close to Manistique. Most of the town’s on the right.”

“Obviously on the right,” she said. “The left is just Lake Michigan.”

We passed through the small town—if it could even be called that. A casino, a handful of restaurants, a grocery store, a lighthouse with its lonely beam, and then into a quiet residential stretch where side roads twisted into shadow-drenched neighborhoods.

Then a mailbox materialized from the darkness. My headlights caught the driveway—a long, narrow path snaking through trees bent by the wind like clawing silhouettes. The road curved deeper into the woods until suddenly everything opened into a snowy clearing. A large two-story Victorian farmhouse towered before us, its silhouette stark against the swirling white. A couple of outbuildings crouched nearby, one an old barn remodeled into a garage.

Dessie gasped, her breath catching. I felt the same shock. “Wow. I was expecting a tiny up-north cabin, not... this.”

We stared at each other; our awe edged with unease. Why had Nan kept such a place secret? Why let it sleep untouched in the woods, unused by family?”

I fished out the keys and wrapped my scarf tight. “Let’s go check it out.”

The wind sliced at us as we hurried toward the porch. The key caught easily in the lock, but the door resisted as though something inside pushed back. With a shove it gave way, screeching open with a long, pained wail. We stumbled into a foyer swallowed in shadows, rooms yawning open on either side, a staircase looming ten feet ahead like a spine in the dark.

The bitter wind screamed outside, rattling the house. The whole structure groaned, settling like an old creature waking reluctantly.

“The wind is insane here,” I said, shivering.

“Lake effect,” Des replied. “It always hits harder up here.” She walked across the hardwood floor, her footsteps echoing in the hollow quiet. “But seriously... why haven’t we ever been here, Lu?”

“I don’t know. Nan and Mom never mentioned anything about UP property. All those years we wanted an Up North Getaway, and we actually had one. Not a rustic cabin either. A massive house across from Lake Michigan.” Bitterness twisted inside me. This home had been sitting here waiting for us. 

We explored the lower level. The parlor to the right was sparsely furnished, its emptiness amplifying every whisper of wind. It opened to another room with a fireplace, two chairs sitting before it like abandoned guardians. The hallway next to the stairs led past a small bathroom into a sprawling farmhouse kitchen, surprisingly modern yet still drenched in rustic charm.

Across the hall, under the stairs, we found a formal dining room with an antique table set for twelve, as though expecting company, and a Victorian sideboard glimmering darkly in the dim light.

The dining room fed into another parlor, this one dominated by a large fireplace, cold and empty.

“Maybe the house belonged to one of Nan’s husbands?” Des suggested. “And she forgot to mention it?”

“Impossible. Someone’s been maintaining this place. Property taxes, upkeep... everything is intact. This house is old, late 1800s, maybe early 1900s. But it’s spotless. And those fireplaces? Recently cleaned.”

Upstairs we found four bedrooms, a library, and two bathrooms. We tested everything. Lights flickered on, water ran, toilets flushed.

Everything worked.

Each bedroom had cedar chests filled with clean bedding. And the house... it was decorated for the holidays. Fresh greenery, orange slices, and berries hung in the doorways, wreaths fragrant with the fresh scent of pine, as though it was placed only hours ago.

Who decorated an empty house?

Why?

A shiver uncoiled deep in my gut. Adventure turned to apprehension. We were alone in a blizzard, in a house that felt lovingly tended to.

Dessie and I had made a spur of the moment decision to visit this mysterious house our grandmother left us in her will. The house no one in our family seemed to know about. Our mom and dad were on a cruise and Dessie’s husband, John, was visiting his parents out of state, no one would be back until Christmas Eve.

We had no family obligations until Christmas day, so we decided to check out the old house while we both had time off work. The idea seemed like a great holiday adventure. We let Nan’s estate lawyer know, he gave us the keys and contacted the caretaker to let them know we’d be coming up.

Now as the wind and snow whipped about outside, chills travelled up and down my spine.  Something unsettling pooled deep in my belly. I was having second thoughts. The idea seemed less adventurous and more foolhardy. We were in the middle of nowhere in a blizzard. The UP could quickly become hazardous in winter.

It was December 20. The eve of the Winter Solstice, the longest, darkest night of the year. And here in Upper Michigan’s desolate northern wilderness, that night stretched even longer. We’d driven through miles of unbroken forest and empty land. No twinkling holiday lights. No people. Silence that felt too complete.

The UP could swallow you whole in winter.

Gas stations and grocery stores were few and far between.

“We only have a few hours of daylight left. It’ll be dark before five and with this wind and snow the roads will be treacherous. We better go find a hot meal and a store,” Dessie grumbled as she looked in the empty refrigerator.

We bundled up and returned to Manistique. Most places were shuttered, either seasonal closures or perhaps permanently abandoned like so much of upper Michigan. Relics of the last century’s road trip popularity. Roadside attractions were a booming business in the mid twentieth century. Now everyone wants an exotic vacation. Many roadside attractions and Up North getaways died off. You could see the remnants of them peeking out of weeds and wooded areas along the highways.  If someone wanted to vanish from the world, this was the place to do it.

Eventually we found a diner still open, warm light shining through the bleakness. We stepped inside, and an older woman at the front counter looked up. Her smile was too knowing.

“Welcome, Lucretia and Desdemona. It’s so nice to finally meet you. We’ve been expecting you.”

Dessie and I froze.

“Pardon?” Des asked.

The woman chuckled, a low, throaty sound that wrapped around us in a way I couldn’t quite trust. “Everybody knows everything here. My husband Fred is the caretaker of Rose Manor. He prepared for your arrival.” She paused. “Not that the house ever truly falls into disrepair. Your Nan’s presence lingered long after she left.”

“Did you know our grandmother?” I asked.

“Oh, aye,” she laughed. “We grew up together. Best friends. Coven mates.”

My throat tightened. “Coven... mates?”

She ushered us into a booth. “Come now. Surely you knew your Nan was a witch.”

“Well, yes, kinda. The herbs, crystals, Tarot—”

“She was a real one,” Marie said. “Rose Manor is where our coven gathered for the turnings of the year.”

“Did Nan live at Rose Manor?” Dessie asked.

“No, no one has lived at Rose Manor in decades. The building acts as more of a church than a house, a perfect location for rituals and spells. Some of the coven members from out of town will stay there during our meetups but no one lived there permanently anymore. Your Nan’s family has owned the home since it was built in 1892. Her great, great grandfather was a lumber baron and built it so he wouldn’t have to stay in hotels when visiting his UP office. Later generations used it as a summer house. That’s how she and I met and became fast friends. Your Nan spent every summer here, until tragedy struck. Your grandmother’s sister drowned in Lake Michigan. Her parents never returned, and the house was left empty for decades until your Nan decided to fix it up and use it for the coven.”

“Nan had a sister?”  We listened, stunned, as Marie unraveled a history steeped in tragedy.

“Yes, an older sister. No one ever spoke Dusana’s name after she perished in Lake Michigan’s churning waters. It was
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