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Chapter 1 — The Longing

Katalin's life in the city was like a shoe that had been broken in but never quite fit: everyone assumed it suited her fine, but she alone knew she had outgrown it long ago.

Her flat was on the third floor of a prefab apartment block, from which she could just make out a narrow strip of sky between two neighboring rooflines. Every morning, before opening her practice for the day, she stood at the window and studied that sliver of sky, as if it might tell her something about the weather outside — in that other life she hadn't yet lived, but had been dreaming of for months.

She was a naturopath, and a good one. People came to her from far away, because they knew Katalin didn't simply copy remedies out of some book — she truly saw. She noticed what hurt before anyone said a word. On her shelves stood carefully labeled jars of extracts she'd made herself — nettle, St. John's wort, hawthorn, thyme — each with a small handwritten note giving the date and the phase of the moon.

Because Katalin's knowledge wasn't limited to herbs. She had another, less publicized side: an interest in metaphysics, in parapsychology, in all the things city people spoke of in whispers and half-smiles, as though it were some harmless little hobby. To Katalin, though, it was every bit as real as the sting of a nettle leaf against her fingertips.

She found the concrete, the noise, the neighbors' televisions bleeding through the walls, harder and harder to bear. In the evenings, before falling asleep, she found herself imagining, more and more often, what it might be like to have a small house far from everyone — yet not entirely alone — on the edge of some village, where people knew her name but never crossed her threshold uninvited.

So she began to look.

Night after night she scrolled through property listings, pored over maps, jotted down the names of villages she'd never heard of in a checkered notebook. She even had a list: not too close to the neighbors, but close enough to belong to some kind of community; a garden where she could grow vegetables; a forest, a stream, something alive, nearby. The savings in her bank account weren't large, but Katalin knew that in the countryside every forint would go further than it did in the city.

For weeks nothing suited her. Either too expensive, or too close to the highway, or a "needs renovation" that was really just a pile of rubble. She began to suspect it had all just been a lovely dream — one she'd get around to someday, once every condition happened to line up.

Then came that night.

The dream began differently from the others. It lacked the usual fog of confusion that dreams carry — Katalin knew she was dreaming, and yet everything was as sharp and clear as a summer afternoon.

She was standing in the middle of a room with mud-brick walls, its ceiling held up by blackened, soot-covered beams. The only light came from a small oil lamp on the windowsill, and it was in that flickering glow that she saw the old woman.

She was a tiny creature, stooped in the back, but her eyes — the old woman's eyes were young. Too young for the wrinkled face they sat in. A kerchief gathered her white hair, and in her hands she held a wooden box, clutched tightly to her chest as though she feared someone might take it from her.

"You've come at last," the old woman said, though Katalin was certain they had never met before.

"Come where?" Katalin asked, and even her own voice sounded strange in her ears, as if someone else were speaking from inside her body.

"To the village. My village. There's a house there, second to last in the row. I meant it for you."

Katalin shook her head. "I've been to that village. There's no house for sale there."

The old woman smiled, and in that smile was a certainty that brooked no argument. "The second-to-last house is for sale. No one knows it yet, because you haven't come for it yet."

Then, as though it were the most natural thing in the world, she went on: "There's a chest in the pantry. Inside the chest, a notebook. Secret recipes — ones you already know in your heart, you just don't know that you know them yet. Go to that house, and you'll find your happiness there."

Katalin wanted to ask more — who she was, why she'd chosen her of all people, what was in that notebook — but the old woman's form had already begun to fade, like smoke scattered by the wind. The last thing Katalin heard before waking was a soft, almost purring laugh.

In the morning Katalin lay in bed a long time, staring at the ceiling. Her dreams usually dissolved within minutes of waking, slipping away like water through her fingers. This one, though, stayed — dense and sharp, as if it hadn't been a dream at all, but a memory.

She knew which village it was. Years before, she'd hiked out that way once with a friend, and Katalin remembered the name of the settlement, the way it nestled among the hills, the church tower visible from a distance. She remembered, too, that during that walk someone — a local woman, perhaps — had remarked that "you shouldn't stop at the second-to-last house, don't go there."

At the time she hadn't wondered why. Now, though, stirring her morning coffee, every nerve in her body suddenly fixed on that sentence.

Perhaps it was only longing playing tricks on her. Perhaps her mind, which had spent weeks dreaming of village houses and freedom, had simply stitched together a story that matched what she wanted to hear. Katalin was a rational person — as rational, at least, as a person can be who talks to an angel every day.

Because she wasn't alone in the flat, even if it seemed that way to anyone unaware of the presence.

"What do you think?" she asked, half aloud, turning toward the kitchen window where the morning light was just pouring in.

The answer didn't come in words, but as a kind of inner certainty that spread slowly through her chest, like the taste of warm tea. Gabriel — for that was the name she gave the presence that had accompanied her for years, whom she was firmly convinced was the archangel Gabriel — never spoke to her the way people speak to one another. Instead he addressed her in feelings, images, certainties, and Katalin had learned how to listen for that kind of voice.

Go and see — that was the message, as clearly as it could be put.

Katalin sighed and set down her mug. "All right," she said. "But if they tell me again there's no house for sale, I'm coming home, and I am never eating that spicy soup before bed again."

Nothing answered in the kitchen, only the sunlight wavered a little more strongly on the wall, as if someone were laughing.

That morning Katalin packed a small bag: a bottle of water, a few apples, her notebook, a pen. Her car — a reliable but aging little off-roader she'd inherited from her uncle — grumbled to life indifferently as she drove it out of the city.

The drive took two hours. As she got farther and farther from the concrete, Katalin felt something shift inside her too — her shoulders dropped, her breathing slowed. The green of the hills grew thicker, the air grew cleaner, and when the first rooftop of the village finally came into view, Katalin felt as though she were coming home, even though she had never lived there.

The central square — if you could call it a square at all, that patch of a few square meters of cobblestone in front of the church — was quiet. An old man sat on the bench outside the tavern, a dog dozing beside him in the sun. When Katalin parked, a few curtains in the nearby houses stirred gently.

A stranger has arrived — that was the message the stillness broadcast, before anyone had said a single word to her.

Katalin took a deep breath and set off to find the second-to-last house.
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Chapter 2 — The Second-to-Last House

The village wasn't large — perhaps forty or fifty houses lined the main street, which then branched into a few side streets before dissolving entirely into the surrounding fields. Katalin started from the church, and as she walked, she tried to recall where that cursed house no one spoke of, the one from her dream, might be.

The first person she spoke to was a middle-aged woman hanging laundry in her garden. Katalin greeted her warmly, then asked whether she knew anything about a house for sale at the end of the village, on the second-to-last plot.

The woman's face darkened. "That's not for sale," she said quickly, almost frightened, and turned back to the clothesline as if to close the subject along with it.

Katalin wasn't so easily put off. At the next house a young man opened the door, and answered just as politely, just as firmly: no, that house wasn't for sale, had never been for sale, and Katalin would do better to look elsewhere.

Third, she tried an older woman sitting in the square with a basket of eggs. She too only shook her head, but there was something else in her eyes besides refusal — a wariness, as if she feared that merely uttering the question might bring trouble down on her.

Katalin began to feel as though the whole village had conspired against her. She had nearly given up when, in a narrow side street, she spotted an old man sitting at the foot of a fence, smoking a pipe. His clothes were worn, but his eyes were sharp, almost piercing.

"Good day," Katalin greeted him. "Sorry to bother you, I only wanted to find out whether, at the end of the village, the second-to-last house—"

The old man cut her off before she could finish the sentence. "Why does that house interest you?" he asked sharply, lowering his pipe as he stared at her.

"I'm only asking whether it's for sale," Katalin answered, trying to stay calm despite the man's sudden tension.

"You don't know what that house is?" The old man's voice now trembled with agitation. "That house is cursed! It was the witch's house, do you hear? No one's lived there in years, because no one dares buy it. And you, a stranger, just walk in here and ask if it's for sale?"

Katalin's heart began to pound harder, but not from fear — rather from an excited certainty that she was on the right track. "Why would it be cursed?" she asked quietly.

The old man was silent for a long moment, as if weighing how much to tell a woman he'd never met. Finally he only said: "The old woman lived there, the one everyone just called the witch. Many were healed by her, but many feared her too. When she died, no one dared go near the house. They say she still haunts it."

"And what if I need it?" Katalin asked, and was surprised herself by the firmness in her own voice.

The old man studied her for a long while, as though searching her face for something he hadn't noticed before. Then, with a deep sigh, he said only: "I know someone. She was given a key by the old owner, years ago, on the condition that she only hand it over to whoever came looking for exactly this house. Maybe that's you."

The acquaintance was a woman named Erzsébet, who lived at the far end of the village, alone, in a small house full of cats. When Katalin knocked and explained why she'd come, Erzsébet's face showed a strange mixture of relief and suspicion.

"I've been waiting a long time for someone to come for this key," she said at last, after studying Katalin's face at length. "The old woman — Aunt Ilona, she was called — was very peculiar. She gave me this key before she died, and told me not to give it to anyone except whoever came looking for exactly the house that had been hers. Many asked over the years, but no one ever said it quite the way it needed to be said."

"I dreamed of her," Katalin said quietly, as though afraid it would sound too mad. "Aunt Ilona appeared to me in a dream, and told me to come for this house."

Erzsébet wasn't surprised. She nodded, as if this were the most natural explanation in the world. "Then it was meant for you," she said simply, and went inside to fetch the key.

The house, when Katalin finally laid eyes on it, was less frightening than she'd imagined from the villagers' dread. True, one corner of the roof had caved in, cracks ran along the walls, and the garden had wildly overgrown what were once tended paths — but there was something touching about it too, as if the house had simply been waiting for someone to love it again.

The door creaked open at the turn of the old key. Inside, the air was musty, but not unpleasant — more like the smell of an old library, dry and mysterious. Most of the furniture still stood there, covered in dusty sheets, as though the house's occupant had only gone on a longer trip and would soon return.

Katalin walked through the rooms, running her fingers along the edges of the furniture, the stone frame of the fireplace, the wood of the windowsills. When she reached the pantry, her heart began to beat harder — this was where the chest Aunt Ilona had spoken of in the dream had to be.

But she didn't search for it now. There would be time for that later.

As she stepped out of the house and paused for a moment on the rickety porch, she turned to Gabriel in her mind. Is this really the place? she asked, still a little uncertain, though her heart already knew the answer.

You feel that you've come home — came the answer, with a simplicity that left no room for doubt. Don't ask with your head what your heart has already decided.

Katalin smiled, and breathed deeply of the musty yet somehow familiar air. Thank you for leading me here.

I'm always with you on the road — Gabriel answered. Even when the road is rougher than you'd think.

At the municipal office — which was really just a single room in the mayor's office, with a desk and a weary-eyed clerk — it turned out the house did in fact belong to the municipality, since the deceased owner had left no descendants. The clerk, who had already heard of the house's reputation, looked at Katalin in astonishment when she announced she wanted to buy it.

"Are you sure?" he asked, twice, before pulling out the necessary papers.

Katalin only nodded.

The sum she ended up paying was almost laughably small — a token price for a house everyone else dreaded. When she signed the papers and held in her hand the official document naming her the house's new owner, Katalin felt a strange calm settle over her, as if something long awaited had finally fallen into place.

That night, in her city flat, Aunt Ilona appeared to her again in a dream. But this time the mood was different.

"Now I can rest in peace," the old woman said, and there was a relief in her voice that hadn't been there before. "Because I've found my heir."

And this time she didn't vanish suddenly, as in the first dream. A glowing path unfurled before her in the darkness, and Aunt Ilona walked along it, slowly, with dignity, until her form dissolved entirely into the light.

Katalin woke up crying, though she herself didn't quite know why. Perhaps from relief. Perhaps from some deeper, unexplained recognition that her life had truly reached a new chapter.

Chapter 3 — The New Home

The days of moving blurred together in Katalin's memory — boxes, moving vans, endless lists of things still to be done. She sold her city flat quickly, barely haggling over the price, because it wasn't the profit that mattered to her, but getting her new life started as soon as possible.

It was early spring by the time the last box finally made it into her new — or rather, newly reborn old — home. The frost had already released its grip on the ground, the trees' buds were swelling, and the air carried that particular scent only the arrival of spring can produce: wet earth, decaying leaf litter, and some faint, promising green smell rising from the fresh shoots.

The first night in the house was strange. Katalin slept on a mattress in the living room, because the bedroom was still full of boxes, and the silence surrounding her felt almost tangible. In the city, the night was never truly silent — there was always something to hear: a distant car, a neighbor's television, wind humming among the antennas. Here, though, the silence was so deep that at first Katalin was almost afraid of it.

Then she heard an owl hooting somewhere from the nearby trees, and her fear transformed into something else — a kind of calm, as if the house, the forest, the whole landscape had now taken her into its own rhythm.

"I'm home," she whispered into the darkness, and though no one answered, she felt Gabriel's presence hovering around her like a warm blanket.

In the weeks that followed, Katalin worked almost without pause. The house, though basically livable, needed a great many repairs, both small and large. The roof had to be fixed — for this she hired a local carpenter, who eyed her suspiciously at first, but softened toward her once she'd paid without asking unnecessary questions.

The garden, too, had to be brought back to order. What had grown into wild scrub, Katalin gradually transformed through patient work. She weeded the old beds, which turned out to have served as a vegetable garden even in Aunt Ilona's time — as if the soil itself remembered what it was for.

First she built a chicken coop, using boards and wire mesh she found in the old shed. She was no expert builder, but her hands adapted to the task deftly, as if she knew from somewhere deep down how it was done. When it was finished, she bought six laying hens and one proud, red-feathered rooster at the market in the neighboring village.

The rooster — whom Katalin named Ferenc, in memory of an old uncle who had always strutted about just as proudly — woke the whole house at dawn on the very first morning with his crowing. Katalin rose laughing, and felt that this sound now belonged to her life.

In the vegetable patch she planted lettuce, radishes, carrots, beans, and tomato seedlings. It wasn't easy work — her hands blistered, her back ached in the evenings — but every seed planted, every strip of turned earth, filled her with a satisfaction her city life had never given her.

The villagers watched the new resident cautiously at first. A few would walk past her fence, slowing their steps, and Katalin noticed them peering curiously into her garden, which grew more beautiful and tidy by the day. Some even greeted
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