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The Garrison mansion had loomed over the north side of Millbury for as far back as anyone cared to remember—its three stories of fake gingerbread trim and perpetually scowling dormers perched atop a crown of buckled porch railings and wind-gnawed shutters. 

Once, long ago, its windows were rumored to have glowed with chandelier light and the perfume of the lady of the house had scented the front walk as she swept down for deliveries. Now it crouched at the edge of the abandoned marsh, a starved animal with its last meal stuck between its teeth, daring anyone to walk up its front steps. 

Even kids who came for dares didn’t get closer than the drooping iron gate, with its lichen-scabbed finials and the faded “For Sale” sign that had become more a suggestion than a command. Grown-ups liked to grumble about the “eyesore” at the end of the block, but what really kept everyone away was the general sense that the Garrison mansion was just... waiting. For what, no one was sure. Maybe for the next sucker to ring the bell, or maybe for the whole thing to simply dissolve back into the weeds it had sprouted from.

According to Mrs. Merriweather, who had lived across the street for the better part of a century, the house had gone empty just after the Blizzard of ‘82, when the last Garrison heir vanished in a flurry of police cars and local news vans. The details got foggy in the retelling—sometimes there was a family dispute, other times a secret second will, and at least one version ended with a midnight séance and a butler’s mysterious disappearance. By the time the snow melted, every curtain had been drawn and the mailbox jammed with flyers and overdue bills.

The town council had pleaded for a quick sale, desperate to keep what little property value the block still claimed. But realtors came and went, always with the same sheepish expressions and pitifully lowered asking price. The longer the mansion sat, the more its reputation for being “uninhabitable” solidified into fact. 

Entire families of squirrels took up residence in the attic—everyone said you could see them peering out from the attic windows at dusk, counting cars and waiting for the next postal carrier. 

The bank, which had caught the property like a terrible head cold during a rash of foreclosures, was quietly convinced the mansion was cursed. They’d sent contractors, then home inspectors, then—when the first two crews quit mid-shift—a team of college students eager for a summer of easy money. 

All three left after a single night, citing “irreconcilable differences with the plumbing” and something they only described as “the Incident in the study.” The bank’s legal team never got a straight answer out of any of them, and the locksmith who changed the front door claimed he found it unlocked twice in the same day, even after the new keys were cut. 

By year nine of the house’s vacancy, the bank manager, a perpetually pink man named Mr. Dolan, grew desperate enough to try anything. He offered incentives to local realtors—free lunches, a bottle of wine for every walk-through—but none of the sales pitches made it past the foyer. 

The last agent to attempt a tour emerged after less than ten minutes, face as pale as drywall primer, and drove away so quickly she clipped the mailbox on her way out.

Several agents tried their luck, but each time a prospective buyer crossed the threshold, they fled with wrinkled noses and faint, horrified mumbling about the “stench.”

When the latest in a long string of potential buyers—a remote investor from Boston—declared the building “cursed, or at least revolting beyond economic repair,” the bank’s patience finally cracked. They called in the only local experts with a reputation for solving “problematic situations”: Nora Hargrove and Ed and Millie Cacciatore—the “unofficial detectives” of Millbury. 

The trio was given carte blanche to investigate the property and report back with something—anything—that might explain why the Garrison mansion seemed to repel every attempt at rehabilitation.

They arrived just after dawn on a mild Wednesday in May, greeted by a sickly-sweet odor that rolled out the moment Ed’s crowbar pried open the heavy front door. The first step inside made it clear this was no ordinary fixer-upper. 

The floors complained underfoot, making the whole foyer sound like a chorus of antique rocking chairs. A white film clung to every surface—windows, moldings, even the insides of the light switches. The scent grew sharper near the baseboards, as if spoiled cheese had been marinating in the walls for a century. 

Millie, ever the optimist, offered, “At least it’s not raccoon pee,” but her weak smile evaporated when a fat black beetle tumbled from the chandelier and landed on her shoulder. Nora almost screamed as she said “That looks like one of those Egyptian beetles!”

The sleuths set to work, their progress charted in notebooks and audio recordings, armed with full-body coveralls and a set of ancient blueprints Nora had borrowed from the historical society. They catalogued flickering lights, mysterious footsteps in rooms no one had entered, and the unmistakable thud of something heavy rolling down the attic staircase at midnight. 

Every time Ed cleared away a patch of mold or rotted wood, it was back in full the next morning, mocking their efforts. Twice, the team contacted the bank’s housing inspector, but each time he arrived in a cloud of aftershave, took one whiff inside the door, and fled, muttering about “biohazards” and “ghastly violations of nature.” 

Nora pressed the inspector for specifics, determined to pin down what exactly had driven him out so swiftly. She found him clutching his clipboard like a life raft on the sidewalk, his collar dark with nervous sweat. “Was it the mold?” she asked. “Or—what, did you see something in the basement?” 

He wouldn’t look her in the eye. “Doesn’t matter,” he mumbled, thumbing through his stack of incident reports as if searching for the right language to capture his dread. “That house... it’s like it resents being entered. Like we’re trespassers in someplace that doesn’t want us. You get me?” When pressed again, he only shuddered and repeated, “It just didn’t want to be lived in. That’s all.” 

Then he hurried off, nearly tripping over the curb in his haste to escape.
Back inside, Nora relayed the exchange to Ed and Millie, who listened with grim faces as they tried to scrub the fridge with ammonia-soaked wipes. “Maybe there’s something in the foundation,” Millie said, not sounding convinced. “Or a gas leak that makes people loopy?” 
“Carbon monoxide?” Ed suggested, though he’d already checked for it twice with a borrowed detector, both times coming up empty.

The longer they lingered in the Garrison mansion, the more its personality made itself known. The thermostat stubbornly held at 52 degrees, no matter how high they cranked the dial. Lights flickered even when the power was shut off at the main. The upstairs windows rattled in perfect syncopation, like teeth chattering at the thought of being opened.

The break room where they set up headquarters grew colder each morning, until they started bringing their own coffee in insulated thermoses and huddling around a battery-powered lantern for warmth. 

On the third day, the words “GET OUT” appeared in deep, oily streaks on the inside of the pantry door—though no one admitted to writing them, and the pantry had supposedly been cleaned and sealed by the last restoration crew. Ed tried to laugh it off. “Hey, at least it’s not written in blood,” he joked, but the quaver in his voice betrayed him.

With every passing day, the mansion’s eccentricities multiplied. Shadows slithered across the parlor walls even on windless afternoons. The kitchen’s ancient refrigerator vibrated with a low, continuous hum, though the cord had been cut years ago. 

With every passing day, the mansion’s eccentricities multiplied. Shadows slithered across the parlor walls even on windless afternoons. The kitchen’s ancient refrigerator vibrated with a low, continuous hum, though the cord had been cut years ago. 

Over breakfast at Millie’s, the trio debated the possibilities: Mold, methane leaks, poltergeists. Ed stubbornly insisted on a rational explanation, but even he paled when, late one night, the word “LEAVE” appeared, scratched in fresh rot across the pantry door.

By the end of their first week, all three agreed: the house was trying to communicate. And 

all it seemed to want was to be left alone.
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