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With endless gratitude, to every Toni Morrison: the last one, the next one, and the ones who have not yet been born.

The house is beautiful. Don’t let it keep you.





Are we witnesses who confirm the truth of what happened in the face of world-destroying capacities of pain …

Or are we voyeurs fascinated with and repelled by exhibitions of terror and suffering?

Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection

Not a house in the country ain’t packed to its rafters with some dead Negro’s grief.

Toni Morrison, Beloved






Prologue

A HOUSE, ITSELF, IS NOTHING. IT’S NOT A SHELTER UNTIL IT IS sheltering someone. Not a home until it is digesting a family. It is an empty theoretical. A house is a house fire, waiting for its match. A house is a ghost story, waiting for its death.
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“But what kind of ghost is it?” asked Shantell, sitting cross-legged on the bench Avery’s brother used for working out.

Avery shrugged, shine catching on the dried blood of his cracked lip. He picked up one of his brother’s discarded lacrosse sticks and swung it around. Or maybe it was for cricket? Shantell never watched white people sports, and it seemed like Avery’s older brother played all of them. A small pile in the corner of the shed was reserved for objects that couldn’t withstand Tobias’s force but hadn’t yet been thrown out: sticks broken over enraged knees, masks cracked from the force with which they’d been thrown into the ground after a loss, deflated balls with pushed-in centers that slumped in on themselves like people who’d fallen asleep without intending to. And then there was Avery, the side of his face quickly swelling.

“What do you mean ‘what kind of ghost’?” Avery asked. “A ghost is a ghost. Wooooooo. Rattling chains.”

“A ghost is not a ghost,” she said. “Is it a ghost in a movie directed by a man? Because then it’s probably a woman who was raped and murdered running around naked for no reason. If it’s a ghost directed by a woman, it’s probably smarter. Like, it isn’t really a ghost. It’s a metaphor for trauma or something.”

He tapped his head against the base of the stick. “Useless. Utterly useless. I tell you my great-aunt’s house is haunted and you want to turn it into a gender studies paper.”

“Our high school doesn’t have a gender studies …”

Shantell stopped when he looked away. She wasn’t good with emotion, reading it in others or displaying it herself, but she could tell her best friend was distressed and she could tell she wasn’t making it better.

“Sorry.” It was a word without sound. She’d said it so much in her life she’d worn the features off the letters, turned it from noise to just air. “Is it a nice house? Is there a wraparound porch?”

She’d only seen pictures of Southern houses like the ones her grandparents had been raised around, but she’d found big porches to be their most appealing feature.

Avery’s brow furrowed. “No.”

“Then why do you want to run away there?”

Avery had placed the stick over his shoulders, hanging his hands off it like a yoke. He looked like the water fetcher he’d played in their high school’s less-than-amateur fall play. Or like Jesus on the cross. Some kind of martyr.

“Because I can’t stay here.”

Shantell stood and took away the stick so he would stand up straight. She didn’t like it when he hunched. He always hunched.

“And you think I can?”

Avery was her best friend, but sometimes it was like her problems were so obvious he couldn’t see them.

She wasn’t the only black girl from the city whose father had been killed by a gun. She probably wasn’t the only one for whom the death had meant moving with her mother to a tiny, suburban town in the part of her state that she’d never known existed. But when the people here found out, they didn’t think “war hero,” which is, in fact, what her father was. They thought “gang member” … which is what Shantell’s brother was, technically, though he was still a good guy. The flags from post–September eleventh patriotism still hung in the town square, but that fevered love for the troops stopped along the same color lines as property values. The town didn’t honor Shantell’s mother as a war widow collecting survivor’s benefits; they condemned her as a welfare queen.

At Shantell’s old school everyone was black, so making fun of her for that had never been an option. They’d had to tease her for being the weird girl who watched movies alone all the time and interrupted conversations with her own stories or too many irrelevant facts. They had to know her, at least a little, to pick on her. Shantell always felt that if someone wanted to tear you apart, they should have to see you first.

Despite his dramatic talk of running away, she knew Avery’s problems weren’t big enough to require flight. His father was alive, owned a business, and everyone in town loved their family. Sure, his brother, Tobias, was better at sports, but Avery was better at people, and he’d charmed their whole school. Everyone, except Tobias.

Shantell never fought with her brother, so seeing the Abernathy boys go at it was like watching a gladiatorial sport. Sometimes, though she’d never tell him, Shantell understood Avery’s brute of an older brother. She also lived in the shadow of Avery’s charm. She struggled with words and seeing how easily, how effortlessly, the right ones came to his lips made her want to hit Avery in the mouth a little, too.

“Maybe we could have a séance?” Avery said. “Make sure the ghost is friendly?”

Shantell rolled her eyes hard enough for her whole head to follow.

“What? It could be friendly!”

Not for the first time, she wondered if Avery’s optimism came from ignorance or experience. It must be easy to expect pleasant outcomes if that was what you usually got.

“Friendly?”

“Yeah. It might be.”

“So you’ve never watched a single horror movie in your whole life? Cool,” she said.

“It’s not a big deal. I’m pretty sure the ghost is my great-uncle Avery. I’m named after him. He’s probably harmless.”

“No! No Ouija boards, no séances, no Bloody Mary. I’m black and you’re a slut. By horror rules, we both die. First me, but then you.”

He’d picked up another stick, this one broken into jagged splinters at the end like it had been stomped on, and was staring down at it. “First me, then you …”

“No, I said—”

“First me, then you.”

“Avery?”

He wasn’t listening. He pressed the broken edge of the stick into the dirty floor and began to drag it, pressing hard as he furiously etched out shapes. No, not shapes. Letters. He was writing. She watched just long enough to make out words.

Kill me kill me kill me.

“Avery, stop.”

He wasn’t listening. His eyes were empty.

She reached for the new stick in his hand—this one was hockey, that one she knew—but he yanked it back with a screech she could only describe as avian. A big bird. A predator. He turned the ragged edge up and shoved it against his own chest, the tip pushing in. He grabbed her wrist and forced her hand around the stick, wedged in that soft space just below his rib cage, pointed up toward his heart.

Shantell wished the stick had been composite with a neat, clean edge, not wood ending in a dozen tiny spears. She wished she could tell herself this was some kind of game, but Avery had already broken his own skin. The stick’s end had picked up grime from his writing on the floor, and Avery’s blood was making a paste where he forced the two together. His eyes were pleading as they burned into hers, but she didn’t know what he wanted until she looked back at the words on the floor: Kill me over and over again.

Her first thought was, I could. Her father had killed men and been praised for it. So had her brother—allegedly. All of the frustration she felt every day as he complained about his superior life carried out from her chest, to her shoulders, into her hands … and waited.

But even through her teenage jealousy, she loved Avery more than she hated him. She twisted her hand out of his grip, then reared back and hit her best friend in the face—thumb untucked, body following through, exactly the way her brother taught her—hoping the shock would snap him out of it.

The hockey stick fell from his hands and clattered on the ground. He opened his eyes, licking at his now re-split lip.

“What happened?”

“Nothing, you just zoned out.”

It took less than a second to decide on the lie.

“No, I mean why are we in the shed?”

“What? Avery … we’ve been in here for like half an hour,” she said, but his eyes remained blank. “You got into a fight with Tobias and brought me here to talk about your great-aunt’s haunted house. Remember? Your great-uncle Avery’s ghost?”

His expression hardened. “That’s not funny, Shantell. My uncle Avery’s not dead.”

Shantell stepped back once. It wasn’t far enough. She stepped back again. “You should go see a doctor. I think Tobey gave you a concussion this time.”

As she left the shed that day, Shantell was afraid. It was a fear so deep she’d thought it would last forever: fear of Avery, fear of the shed, fear of ghosts. But over the long summer the moment faded quickly until it took on the impotence of a nightmare. A microterror. Scary, sure, but had anything really happened? Of course not. Eventually she could enter the shed without being afraid, and then she could enter the shed without thinking about it, and by graduation she’d forgotten about that day entirely.

A shame, too, because Shantell was such a smart girl.

If she’d still been afraid, she might have paid more attention. She might have discovered exactly what kind of ghost I am.
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Let’s stop there. It’s the last thing that matters, because it’s the last time we nearly touched. Decades passed, but you already know that because they always do. I waited, she grew. I stretched to reach her, but fell short. I always knew I would fall short, but stretching to reach something I cannot touch is the closest my kind gets to dreaming. And then, just when I expected her, she began to move toward me again. I hurried to remember how to make a house. First, a porch …




Part I



FOUNDATION


This house, if it could speak, might tell some stories.

I speak to those who know about these things.

For those who don’t, there’s nothing I remember.

Aeschylus, Agamemnon






CHAPTER ONE

SHANTELL WAS A WOMAN NOW, MOST OF THE TIME. SOMETIMES she was a lightning rod, a survivor who both attracted and endured the kind of calamity that could melt sand to glass. She had lived like this, letting everything pass through her without leaving a mark, for over thirty years. In addition to her father being killed abroad, the year before she’d left for college her older brother was killed by police—which was a worst-case scenario she had imagined—and then her mother had committed suicide—which was not. All this sorrow struck down, traveling from her head to her toes and leaving her shaken but standing.

When the knock at the door came, she was staring at her luggage, feeling like she was forgetting something even though she’d packed or sold everything she owned.

Avery came in, looking up and down at her overalls and oversized shirt.

“Well … you certainly have clothes to work in.”

For all Shantell had lost, she’d managed to keep Avery. He was still hers. He’d remained through high school, through moving away for college, and through the many shatterings that lined her path to adulthood. They knew each other like someone knows their favorite jigsaw puzzle or mended clothes or an old recipe. They knew each other like you can only know something whose individual pieces you’ve held as you put them back into a whole.

“You better have bought some work clothes, too. I know you didn’t own any before, and I’m not doing everything myself.”

“Of course, of course.”

The Abernathy House was a stroke of luck. She’d always known Avery’s family had money, in the distant way she’d always known he was a Libra or that he was anemic. Mostly, he seemed to care more about seeming interesting than rich, running around with starving artists and struggling DJs like nothing separated him from them. Finding out he’d been left an entire house when a relative died was an abrupt reminder. For Shantell, death had meant debt. Her father’s death had cost them their house in the city, and her mother’s funeral had taken two years to pay off. Imagine getting money when you lost someone. She’d be a millionaire.

“Is Emily there?” she asked.

“She couldn’t get away just yet, but she’ll meet us in a few weeks.”

“Has the contractor started?”

“He got there yesterday for setup, but headed back out. He’ll be back at the start of next week, though.”

“Thank Christ.”

Avery waved away her relief. “I still say we would have been fine with your can-do attitude and my construction experience.”

This was a settled disagreement between them, so Shantell did not point out that her “can-do attitude” was a generalized anxiety disorder and Avery’s “construction experience” was one year of stagecraft before he got bored of trying to seduce amateur actors, neither of which would be enough to restore a house.

He shrugged and picked up one of her bags to carry downstairs. When he paused at the doorway, she nearly ran into him.

“What?” she asked, turning around to see if he’d seen something she’d missed.

“You’re leaving. I thought you might want a second. You know, to say goodbye? Mourn?”

Shantell blinked. When she looked over the space she could almost feel it all welling up inside her: the immensity of leaving, the grief of never again seeing this place that had been with her through so much.

“It’s fine. Let’s go,” she said. “The house is waiting.”
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It started as a joke, an old hymn line Shantell’s grandmother would sing:


That promised land where all is peace.



But as the years passed, she and Avery would talk more frequently about this imagined sanctuary.

Does the promised land have laundry hookups? Because carrying laundry in this wind is going to kill me.

You know what would be a real promised land? A place with no rent.

All would be peace if I could find an apartment that wasn’t right next to the loudest train in the city.

They would say it like a joke, the only way you can ever say something you really mean, but slowly it became clear that their many visions of a promised land were congealing into a single image: a house. Some place out of the way, with enough land to grow a little on, but a nearby town they could plug into. A place with extra rooms, where their city-dwelling friends could visit to create and decompress, but only when Avery and Shantell wanted it. Somewhere Shantell could ride out her bouts of anxiety and brushes with agoraphobia, and Avery could fall into his dark depression months without having to perform for either their larger friend group or the hundreds of strangers they’d encounter on the street. Only being seen by someone who already accepted you fully? What could mean “peace” more than that?

Finding out about the inheritance was such good news that it had immediately made Shantell wary. Learning the place hadn’t seen repairs in decades, and that it was in the middle of nowhere Mississippi, settled her. If it had been ready-made it would have been too good for her to believe. If she didn’t have to sacrifice, work, or pay for it, it would have felt too given for her to accept. But this way—enough difficulty that she could trust it, but enough payout that she would enjoy it—this was the only way it could have been.

“Will your wife want anything to drink?” asked the flight attendant.

She couldn’t see Shantell standing behind her, just coming back from the bathroom.

“She’ll take an orange juice,” Avery said, not correcting the attendant.

He never did. Avery would say it was easier to let the misconception stand than constantly explain their friendship, but Shantell knew the truth: those moments when people thought they were romantically involved were the only times others understood how much they meant to each other. When Emily was around, the problem solved itself. She and Avery looked like a couple, meaning they looked alike in ways that made people want to link them together and guess which shade of blue their children’s eyes would be.

Shantell looked down at the champagne glass on his tray table and raised an eyebrow in silent question.

He smiled sideways at her, holding it under her nose. Ginger ale.

“I asked for the glass, said I was feeling festive.”

“Are you? Feeling festive?” she asked, reaching for the laptop and headphones she’d tucked into the seat pocket in front of her. She’d downloaded Killer of Sheep for the flight, but she and Avery had been too wrapped up in talking over their plans for the house for her to watch it.

“Of course. It’s finally happening,” he said. He turned toward her in the seat. “I don’t think I’ve said it yet, but … thank you. I know it’s a lot for you to consider moving south. Thank you for trusting me to keep you safe.”

Avery didn’t wait for a response before putting his own headphones on and looking out the window, his fear of heights somehow never bothering him on a plane. He was still smiling as he began to bob his head to the music.

It was a ridiculous thing to say, but Avery was always saying ridiculous things. Of course Shantell didn’t trust him to keep her safe. She’d never known safety in the city; she wouldn’t know it in the South. This was a story he was telling himself, a story of his own trustworthiness, and of her own ability to hope.

She watched as he began tapping his fingers on his knee rhythmically. She could enjoy him enjoying it, even if she couldn’t hear the music. She decided then that she wouldn’t correct him.

She went back to watching her movie, where the couple was now dancing to Dinah Washington’s “This Bitter Earth.” Shantell restarted the scene again and again, trying to understand how something so dark could work as a love song.
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The friends had argued about hiring a car every three days for the last month. Shantell said that since there was a car at the house, they should rent a car for a few hours and then drop it back off with one of them following in the house’s car. It would be cheaper than paying for the long drive from the airport to the rural area where the house sat. Avery said the car at the house might be barely running, and there was no rental drop-off closer than the airport. It wouldn’t make sense to rent a car, drive it out to the house, just to drive it and the other car back to the rental place and then drive back to the house again to save a few dollars.

Shantell had suggested taking the bus.

Avery had gagged.

So they sat in the back of a black car as they wound into deep Mississippi—Avery staring out the window at the trees, and Shantell imagining a meter racking up an obscene fare.

As the car climbed the short hill of a driveway, the driver let out a low whistle. The house was both bigger than she’d imagined, and exactly what she’d pictured. It was like she’d dreamed it. Three stories of flaking paint, dingy windows, and a wraparound porch whose roof sagged like a soiled mattress. They’d thought they could do this alone? This was the kind of work that required permits, a professional.

“I forgot this house was up here,” said the driver as he pulled to a stop.

“Are you from around here?” Avery asked, leaning forward. When the driver nodded, he continued. “I suppose you’d tell me if you’d heard any creepy stories about this place, right? Bloody handprints? Unexplained screams? A history of tragic deaths?”

The driver laughed the way you laugh when someone makes you feel special. Avery was good at making people feel special. It was a warm glow, Avery’s attention, but so was a bug zapper.

“No, nothing like that, Mr. Abernathy,” the driver said.

“Avery, please,” he said, handing over a cash tip. The way he grazed the other man’s hand was just long enough to be noticed, but too short to be criticized. The man would remember the moment, would call himself paranoid, but would never forget Avery. No one ever did.

As they exited the car, Avery turned to Shantell.

“See? Perfectly tame,” he said, meaning the house. Not himself.

As they lugged their belongings up the porch stairs, Shantell saw it wasn’t too bad. The windows were dirty, but not broken. The paint was flaking, but the structure looked intact. What worried her were the moths. Their wings were so thick and gray they almost looked furry, and there were easily two dozen swarming the porch even though the sun was only half-set. Did that mean something was rotting? Do moths eat houses?

“Huh,” Avery said.

“What?”

“I just … I was sure this place didn’t have a porch.”

“Is that a problem? Did we factor that into our repair budget?”

“The estimates came from someone who was here, remember? This is a good thing. Don’t you like porches?”

“I do,” she said.

She couldn’t remember telling him that, but like all decades-long friendships, theirs had a mountain of inconsequential conversations about everything from their worst fears to their preferred brand of hot sauce, so it must have come up at some point.

Avery unlocked the door and, finally, they took their first step inside. They noticed, but did not comment on, the soft rush of air that passed them when they did so. Neither remarked on how it sounded like a happy and satisfied sigh.

“Cousin Colton was a big fan of red carpet, huh?”

Every inch of floor was covered in wine-colored carpet, and every inch of wall was covered in duck-hunting wallpaper. Shantell stared at the walls, where ducks of all kinds were illustrated, their names written neatly beneath them, their poses so rigid it was impossible to tell if the creatures were meant to be depicted alive or dead. She supposed it didn’t matter, since it was hunter’s wallpaper after all. Eventual death would be the goal.

“I don’t think he ever set foot in this place after he inherited it. His grandparents outlived his parents, so when they died it passed directly to him, but he had other houses,” Avery said, which explained why Colton had left a whole house to a not-very-close cousin, something that had always baffled Shantell. “No, these floors are the octogenarian delights of my great-aunt Sarah. The wallpaper is all Great-Uncle Avery though.”

Shantell froze. It all came back: the shed, the ghost, the broken hockey stick tracing letters in the dust. My uncle Avery’s not dead.

But Great-Uncle Avery was dead now. And she was in his house.

If I’d had a mouth, I would have smiled.

Hello, Shantell, I would have said. So lovely to finally meet you.
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Everyone comes to a house dreaming of what they want to make it. No one ever thinks about what the house already is. No one ever cares what the house already wants.

A century and a half ago, someone else came to this same land in search of their dream. The idea of home ownership being core to the American Dream as displayed on television, in novels, and in postwar propaganda had not yet been born—the television hadn’t been invented, the novel was young and sentimental, and this postwar was called postbellum—but it was a dream and she was American.

That last part is important, because it meant that she had lost a war. So she came, desperate, scared, and American—meaning defeated—to build a home.

I have heard stories from the West, of a woman so scared of the ghosts her father had made that she built a house that was labyrinth, but I didn’t know that woman and I don’t know those ghosts, so I can’t say if those stories are true. But I knew Adelicia—Adele—and that wasn’t her. She wasn’t afraid of ghosts or plagued by guilt. Adele didn’t build to make amends. She built because she was a good person who deserved a safe house.

This is what she’d tried to explain to those who’d chased her off her husband’s property. Yes, there would be documents saying she owned people, but that had been her father’s doing to ensure she would be an attractive marriage candidate to the right kind of man. Her husband had been enthusiastic in his position as slave owner, but behind his back she’d read Child’s “The Quadroons” and had even once had dinner with Harriet Beecher Stowe.

The most important thing, the thing that drove her to this land but the thing no one seemed to understand, was that she had suffered, too. Hadn’t her father shown just as little love for his disappointing female heir as he had the people he branded for insubordination? Hadn’t her husband beat her nearly as often as he had those in the field? Hadn’t her husband practically done to her what he’d done to those girls in sheds and, as he grew bolder, in her own pantry? And while she’d never intervened on their behalf, she hadn’t ordered it, hadn’t jealously picked girls too beautiful to live undestroyed and delivered them to him, as some of her friends had.

But those who’d come to raze her home hadn’t cared. They had burned everything to the ground, and Adele had barely made it back to her father’s unscathed. When she came to this land to cast a spell on a house, she was seeking the same thing Shantell and Avery sought: a sanctuary where nothing bad could happen.

With that simple wish, she gathered every superstition and spell she’d ever heard of to counterbalance the worst thing that had ever happened to her. First, she had to get the foundation right. Her house would be the only one in the area to have a Portland cement foundation, which may have been extravagant, but she knew she had to put the spell in the foundation for her magic to work and that was the best form for it.

So, after finding the land and ordering the house built, she went around her father’s land collecting what she needed: brick dust, clay, and ashes.

Was it deliberate that the brick dust she put into the foundation was from her father’s sweat box? Had some part of her remembered, when others told him brick was no fit material for a box meant to make the slave bake in the heat, how he would brag about the hot coals he put around it, making a sweat box that worked all year? Was it a coincidence that the clay came from the ground where he’d once staked runaways? The red earth soaking up their helplessness alongside his own sense of power?

Maybe, maybe not, but she really couldn’t have known about the ashes. Her father had always kept the jar on the shelf in his office, like a prized inheritance. How could she have known they came all the way from Magazine Street, where they’d burnt alive the conspirators of the New York Slave Rebellion? She’d thought her grandfather had hated the North even more than her father, but he must have been the one to buy the jar.

I made a mistake. Not a mistake—an omission. You’ll forgive me—I’m not used to telling the truth. I said she came to cast a spell on a house, but that’s not true. Adele came to cast a spell that was a house.




CHAPTER TWO

THE MOMENT AVERY MENTIONED HIS DEAD UNCLE, THE MEMORY of the shed crashed in, sudden and heavy. Once, it would have undone her, but years of controlling her emotions kicked in quickly. Shantell told herself she was feeling fear—insubstantial and irrational—but it was just fear. Not an omen. The day in the shed hadn’t meant anything. Nothing had really happened and, even if it had, it was so long ago. It only felt significant because she’d forgotten it, and it happened to come back to her in a new space where she was looking for threats. Even a harmless thing can make you jump if it pops up right in front of you, like how the first strange sound in every scary movie is always just a cat—something inane that scares you, because you are looking to be scared.

She scanned the room again, the ridiculous wallpaper reassuring her of the space’s harmlessness as she moved through, and past, the panic.

Eventually, she dragged her feet along the carpet, thick with dust and dirt.

“Are we supposed to sleep on this?” she asked.

“I suggested a hotel. You said—”

“I know what I said.” Shantell sighed. “Is the upstairs any better?”

“Should be. The contractor said he cleared some space up there.”

Upstairs was better. Two bedrooms and a bathroom on the second floor had been prepared. It wasn’t rehabbed, but the dust-laden carpet had been pulled up, and the rooms had been aired out. The sheets were clean, and she chose to believe the mattresses beneath them were, too.

The two prepared rooms were directly across from each other, and nearly identical. In the slightly larger room, a tall mason jar holding sunflowers was balanced on a not-quite-level nightstand.

“I’ll let you have the one with ambiance,” Avery said.

“Ever the gentleman,” she said, pulling her suitcase in and setting it beside the bed.

They readied for sleep side by side. Their frequent trips together and impromptu sleepovers made the routine feel familiar despite the strange surroundings. Home was a feeling, and it would be with her as long as Avery was.

“Good night, Avery,” Shantell said.

“Sleep well,” he said. “Tomorrow’s the hard part.”

Shantell shook her head. “The hard part isn’t doing the work. It’s deciding to. Hard part’s done.”

“Pretty sure the hard part is the one with the sledgehammer,” he said, then smiled. “Good night.”

Neither said they were nervous to sleep in a new place, but they left the doors facing each other’s rooms open.

Lying in bed, Shantell thought of how light her room felt. Not just clean, but the atmosphere wasn’t weighed down like places that had seen too much. She fell asleep thinking that, if nothing else, this house felt completely, and totally, unhaunted.

Hours later, she saw the first ghost.

He was standing in the hall, looking down at her. She wasn’t quite awake, didn
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