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    For those whose promises linger in the shadows,
and for the voices that whisper when no one listens.
For the friends who help us carry the weight of unfinished stories,
and for the courage to open windows long locked.
May every key we find unlock not just doors,
but the heart of what truly matters.
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Chapter 1 — Key on the Rafter
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By the time the U-Haul coughed its last box onto the porch, afternoon had turned the whole street the color of old pennies. Hartwell House watched us with its one good eye—an oval attic window—half-lidded under rotten trim. Mom shaded her brow and grinned at it like she’d grin at a stubborn jar. “We’re going to make you beautiful,” she told the house, and then, to me, “Don’t look at me like that, Lina. The bones are great.”

The bones: a mansard roof that flared into hips, clapboard siding scabbed with peeling gray, a porch that sighed whenever you looked at it too hard. Somebody had added aluminum storm doors in the ’80s and never apologized. A country of wasp nests clung like punctuation under the eaves.

“This the one with the attic you said was ‘chunky with potential’?” I asked, reading off her application voice.

“‘Chunky with potential’ is a technical term,” she said, wedging the door with a paint-splattered sneaker and reversing back inside for another box. “Also: bathrooms on both floors, hardwood under the carpet, and a bunch of original doors. You’ll love it.”

I had loved exactly two summers of flipping houses with Mom: the one where a family of kittens came with the place rent-free, and the one where the wallpaper under the wallpaper had tiny astronauts on it and the new owners let me keep a piece. Mostly, flipping meant living inside a To-Do list. It meant spilled screws under bare feet. It meant eating on overturned paint buckets because the table was under a tarp. This time it meant junior year in a new school in the fall, and a town where nobody knew me yet, and a house the realtor called “a Victori-ish” like it was almost, but not quite, something you could sell easily.

The entryway smelled like dust and lemon oil, the way a thrift store smells when someone tried. Mom had already peeled back a corner of the living room carpet to show me the hardwood underneath—honey-colored, worn smooth where feet had wanted to run. “See?” She beamed at me like the floor had done a trick. “She’s just hibernating.”

Above us, the ceiling groaned. Old houses always talked. They said things like settling and don’t worry. My skin still tried to read every sound like a threat.

Mom mentioned the rules like she always did in a new place, quick and genial, as if setting them down would keep the roof up. “No barefoot until we sweep and mop. No plugging things in without checking for knob-and-tube. No attic alone until I look at the joists.”

I said, “Can I look at the attic with you?”

She raised an eyebrow. “Curious?”

“You’ve called it ‘chunky with potential’ six times,” I said. “I want to meet the chunk.”

She tossed me the ring of keys the realtor had handed over—a jangle of old brass and new silver—and we climbed. The staircase had that specific music old houses make: a whine for the first three steps, a thump at the turn where someone had once stomped angrily, and a sigh at the top that felt, weirdly, like relief. I kept my hand on the banister. Dust lay on it like a soft coat; when I lifted my fingers, it left clean stripes that looked like I had done something on purpose.

The attic door sat at the end of a narrow hall, painted the kind of white that had yellowed into tea. Someone had added a slide bolt at the top, the kind you put on a shed. Mom frowned at it. “Weird,” she said. “People lock attic doors when they have kids and don’t trust the stairs. Or when squirrels learn how to party. I’ll replace it.”

“Leave it,” I said, and wasn’t sure why until I touched the bolt and felt it cold enough to stiffen my knuckles. The door’s keyhole was one of those old ones that looks like a cartoon keyhole, a black keyhole-shaped mouth waiting to be fed.

None of the keys on the ring matched it, of course. Mom tried anyway, in the spirit of optimism, and then shrugged and slid the bolt. The door swung inward on a complaint I felt in my fillings.

Heat hit us like a mouthful of pennies.

“Open that window,” Mom said, squinting against the dim. “We’ll air it out.”

The attic was smaller than the house implied—low eaves that sloped toward the center, a spine of rafters, a single bare bulb with a string pull. The bulb didn’t answer the string’s sincere requests. I thumbed my phone’s flashlight and swept the beam across the floor. The boards were wide and splintered and littered with curled leaves and insect shells that looked like vocabulary words I hadn’t learned yet. An abandoned chair leaned under the window, three-legged and brave. The window itself was diamond-paned, the kind you see in sepia photographs. Someone had painted it shut. The paint had cracked along the seam like an old scar.

“Window’s stuck,” I reported.

“Add it to the list.” Mom stepped carefully across joists as if playing a game where the floor might be lava and also invoices. She knelt to inspect the roof from inside—nails poking through like stars that had lost patience and decided to be hardware. “We’ll sister some rafters. And I’ll scrape that sash after dinner. It’ll open.”

“That sounds like a threat,” I said. I was aiming for a joke; my voice came out thin.

She glanced back. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.” I wasn’t lying. I was just telling the part of the truth that wasn’t wearing teeth.

Something swung near my face—just outside the flashlight’s narrow cone. A whisper of paper? A cobweb tremolo? The light found it: a shoelace—red, the bright kind that fades to pink only after years—tied around a small skeleton key, both dangling from a rafter. The red knot had cinched tight in dust and time, furred with lint like an old sweater.

“Mom,” I said, and my voice did a thing—became a thin wire stretched too tight.

She looked up. “Well, hello there.” She did the dangerous thing and grinned, careless with history, delighted by objects. “Decor choices! Whoever did that was trying to keep it safe.” She reached up and plucked the key like fruit.

It was colder than the bolt had been. She passed it to me automatically—Mom’s second rule in practice: if we find it, we handle it together. The key was heavier than it looked, the way small important things are. Its bow was a loop worn smooth by fingers that had always known exactly where to hold. The teeth were simple—a two-step bite, old-fashioned. The red lace left a thin pink line across my palm.

“Souvenir,” Mom said. “Take it down, put it on the pegboard, we’ll figure out which vintage lock it matches. Maybe a trunk? Or a wardrobe? They liked keys for furniture back then. Made everything feel like ownership.”

I might’ve made a noise. The space between my ribs did something cold and small and eager. “Maybe it fits this door,” I said, because the door behind us had a keyhole and the key looked like keys in cartoons that open doors with keyholes like that.

“This bolt doesn’t care about keys,” Mom said cheerfully. “But the original latch might.” She pointed out the brass escutcheon barely visible under paint drips. “We’ll try it after we eat. I can’t lift another thing on an empty stomach.”

We took the key downstairs with us, even though she suggested hanging it right there on a nail so we wouldn’t lose it. I didn’t want it to hang above my head while I slept. It made sense in my brain—gravity, anxiety, something. I slid it into the pocket of my shorts, where it sat like a punctuation mark.

Dinner was takeout eaten standing at the kitchen island because the table was under a tarp and the plates were still in a box labeled KITCHEN 1/2. The kitchen’s laminate counters were a species of beige only available to people who weren’t afraid to commit; the cabinets were the color of old toast. Mom made a list on a yellow pad between bites. “Scrape attic window. Check wiring. Pull carpet. Lina, make your own list—room stuff. We’ll go to the hardware store at nine when they open. Same rule as always: you pick your color, no argument from me.”

The skeleton key pressed against my thigh when I leaned. “Is ‘bolt the attic’ on the list?” I asked, casual, like asking a friend if her cousin was coming to the party or if I could play a song.

She looked over her glasses. “You spooked?”

“I’m fine,” I said again. “Just... it’s warm up there. Coming from the window. Like someone left an oven on.”

“It’s just the roof soaking up heat.” She said it with love, not dismissal. Mom loved me and houses and had never once believed in ghosts except the kind living people made by refusing to tell the truth. “We’ll cool it down. Tomorrow, if we find a nest, we’ll call a guy for the eaves.”

A wasp corpse lay next to my fork like a garnish. I flicked it into the trash with a napkin and tried to think about paint chips.

By ten, I had unrolled my sleeping bag on the floor of the smallest bedroom because the big one felt like trying on shoes I wasn’t brave enough to wear yet. My boxes made a small landscape around me: MATH, BOOKS, CLOTHES (WINTER), ART STUFF, PRIVATE. The PRIVATE box had a strip of duct tape on it instead of packing tape because the old tape had let go. That made me think about hands. I turned the strip over and drew a little eye with a Sharpie. It made me feel less like someone had broken a seal.

Mom came in with a mason jar of water, flicked on the lamp she’d brought from the old house because she didn’t trust any electrical not installed with her own hands, and kissed the top of my head. “You did good today,” she said. “Starting is the hard part.”

“Finishing is hard too,” I murmured.

“We do both,” she said, and left the door open in the way she had learned I liked—space, light, an escape route for dreams.

I lay on my back and listened. Old houses settle like bodies settle. They breathe and release. Outside, a train horn mourned to itself miles away and faded, a bedtime story for a town that had decided it was fine.

Sleep and I are acquaintances at best. I drifted and surfaced and drifted. Streetlight liquor seeped through the blinds. My phone said 3:07 and then, because I asked, 3:10. Then my phone said nothing because a moth took an interest and I flicked the screen dark.

At 3:11, footsteps crossed the ceiling above my head.

Not mouse. Not squirrel—that scurry has a kind of chaos to it like laughter. These were footsteps with a small contained body attached, heel-to-toe, purposeful. They started over the far corner and came across, unhurried and exactly spaced, like someone walking from the window to the door forty-six times and counting. The boards creaked the way they had in daylight under my knees. The house did not pretend nothing was happening. The house said yes, I hear it too.

All the air in the room narrowed into a keyhole.

“Mom?” I said, and my voice had the wavering quality of a flute played by a kid learning embouchure. Mom is a deep sleeper when she’s earned it. Also: she would tell me to breathe and would go upstairs with a hammer and the kind of fearlessness other people call reckless. I didn’t want to see my fearless mother being fearless. I wanted the footsteps to be a trick my ears had taught themselves while my brain wasn’t looking.

The footsteps stopped directly above the vent.

The vent was an old grate—cast iron, swirled—set into the ceiling. Someone had painted it gloss white until the paint blunted the curls. Warmth brushed my face. The grate isn’t supposed to be a speaker, but the house had decided tonight it was.

A whisper came through it.

Not loud. Not hissed. Not cinematic. A breath made into shape because that’s how we tell each other anything in the end.

“Don’t lock me in again.”

I sat up so fast my sleeping bag hissed across the floor. The whisper had a woman’s outline. Young woman? Old? My brain tried to fill in details and then, as if scolded, stopped. The words weren’t angry the way you’re angry when someone takes your fries; they were tired the way you get when a rule is unfair and it keeps being unfair for so long you learn to say please to the wrong thing.

“Mom?” I tried again, because even if fearless was reckless, fearless was what you needed when a voice used again like that.

Her footsteps in the hall came too late. She was that kind of asleep: bone sleep. She stopped in the doorway, hair flattened to one side, eyes bleary and exactly what love looks like at 3:12 a.m. “What’s wrong?”

I pointed at the ceiling because there is no hand signal for ghost that doesn’t feel like you are auditioning for a different life.

We both listened. The attic boards settled once more—as if somebody had let a breath out through their teeth, careful not to make it into a sigh.

“Honey,” Mom said in her let’s be rational voice, which is one of my favorite and least favorite things about her. “Houses make noises. This is a hundred and thirty years of wood up there, and a whole lot of temperature difference, and—”

“It said a sentence,” I whispered, as if that made it better. “Through the vent.”

She looked at the vent and then at me. Her mouth tightened, not in disbelief, exactly. In the face a mother makes when the truth is a shape she can’t fix with a wrench. “What did it say?”

“Don’t lock me in again.”

We stared at the yellowed paint around the cast-iron grate. A strand of spider silk drifted in the heat. The air smelled a little like lemon oil, and a little like dust, and under that, something that might have been... old laundry? Warm cloth? A smell not threatening on its own, but wrong at this hour.
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