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one
House Number Thirteen


“You can’t be serious. Please tell me this isn’t the house.”  
The long, gravel driveway snaked between a rustic lodge and a blue-gray cottage with two red Adirondack chairs on the front porch. Tiny rocks crunched loudly beneath the car’s tires. At first, Janie thought the smaller house was the place. Then, she saw the soft orange glow of the interior lights. Someone peeked through the split in the curtain. 
“Oh, mija,” Mom said, “it’s perfect. The spindle work, round rooms, the two stained-glass windows. Exactly what I’ve been looking for—gothic charm with loads of original detail. Once restored, selling will be a cinch. We’re going to make a healthy profit on this one. I love this house.”
Janie glanced at Nick in the back seat. He didn’t look up from his game. And then she eyed the old house. There was nothing to love. Down the steep incline, through the weeds, stood a dilapidated, needing-to-be-condemned two-story building. 
The headlights shone on a lopsided wrap-a-round porch. Its stairs listed to one side and were tearing away from the house. Leaves and debris littered the pitched roof. Greystone crumbled off the façade, and an enormous oak with dense leaves canopied the building, cocooning the house in darkness. Not even the light from the full moon reached the front door. 
Mom turned off the engine, leaving the lights on so they could see. Her thick dark hair was wind-blown from driving with the windows down because the air in their old van stopped working again. But she was smiling. 
Janie and Nick had lived in many “ugly” houses while Mom readied them to flip, which is what she did—renovated and resold properties. But this mess was on a completely different level. Janie was not won over by Mom’s enthusiasm. “How are we supposed to live here? It doesn’t even look safe.”
“It’s perfectly safe,” Mom said. “The bones are solid. It just needs a little TLC.” 
Janie shoved her cell phone in the pocket of her jean shorts and pushed open the van’s door, its rusty hinges squeaking. The overgrown grass pricked at her legs. Goosebumps broke out across her skin, and she shivered. July was sweltering in New York City, where their last four fixer-uppers were located, so Janie was unprepared for the coolness of the Adirondack Mountain air. 
She yanked open the sliding side door. “Come on, Nick. Grab your stuff.”
He didn’t look up. His dark eyes were fixed on the glowing screen. “In a minute. I need to finish this level.” 
Janie sighed. She waded through the jungle that would be their lawn for the next few months, making her way to the back of the van. 
Mom pulled out two suitcases and set them on the ground. “Go turn on the porch lights so I don’t drain the battery. The switch is on the inside of the door. Left side.”
“Where’s the key?”
“Door’s open,” Mom said, pulling out two more suitcases.
“What? Not locked? Homeless people might be living in there or something.”
“No one is living in the house, mija. This isn’t the city.”
Sure wasn’t—trees instead of buildings, dirt instead of sidewalks. Although the Adirondacks was still New York, Janie was sure they wouldn’t even have any good New York-style pizza. Of all the places they’d lived in the past six years, she liked the city the best. The lights, the food, the people, and all the old cemeteries she could visit. 
“But all our stuff is in there.” What was her mother thinking? The movers delivered their furniture and boxes earlier that week, so they only traveled with some clothes and things they didn’t want to trust to strangers. For Nick, his box of video games. For Janie, her collection of rubbings. 
She grabbed the large leather portfolio out of the back, marched up the crooked steps, and set it against the building beneath the grimy front window. She wrinkled her nose—the porch stank of cat pee and mildew. Next to the door, affixed to the stone wall, hung a dirty plaque. She brushed the cobwebs aside and wiped her hand on her shorts. It appeared to be bronze, turning green from the weather and time, with raised lettering: Fortune House est. 1856. 
Fortune? She huffed. It didn’t feel like good fortune to her. 
Thunder cracked overhead, and Janie jumped, her breath caught in her throat. She leaned over the wobbly railing and looked up. The sky was clear with a giant round moon and more twinkling stars than Janie had ever seen in her life. It was beautiful—and cloudless. 
“Better hurry and get inside before it starts raining,” Mom called. Nick still hadn’t gotten out of the van.
Janie reached for the door, and before she even touched the knob, it creaked open as if daring her to come inside. She frowned. “Stupid old doors.” She pushed it open wider with the toe of her sneaker. She took a deep exaggerated breath, reached in, ran her hand across the wall, and flicked the switch. Nothing happened. Janie groaned loudly enough for Mom to hear.
“What’s the matter?”
Another flick. Still nothing. “No lights,” Janie said, flatly. 
“They should be on.”
She pulled out her phone, turned on the flashlight app, and swung the beam into the shadowy foyer. The air smelled damp and bitter, of mothballs and rot, as if the place had been shut up for years. A small light reflected at her from the window on the opposite side of the room. She moved the beam across broken plastered walls, a massive fireplace, and the dusty wood floors. Their living room furniture was still wrapped in moving tarps giving the sofa and recliner an evil look. Boxes stacked as high as the mantel. The only thing worse than packing was unpacking. Although, thanks to Mom and her house restorations, she was a pro when it came to organizing her things. 
Downstairs was an open floor plan. The dining room table and chairs sat lonely at the far end, and Abuela’s hulking empty China cabinet stood between two giant blackened windows. 
She moved farther into the room. The floors and walls murmured to each other in creaks and groans. An eerie feeling crept over her as though she was being watched. The hair stood on her arms and the back of her neck. Something moved in front of the fireplace. Janie froze. A squeak. She let out a breath. Stop being a baby. You don’t do scared. Not in new places. Not doing rubbings in graveyards. And not in cruddy old houses. 
“Mom, there’s mice. Gonna have to call an exterminator too!”
Janie found another light switch on the far wall and flipped it—still nothing.
Her mother came up behind her, flashlight in hand. “I’ll figure out what’s going on with the lights. Stay outside with your brother.”
“Mom!” Nick stomped up the steps and across the porch. “I got no signal.”
“What?” Janie tapped on her screen. She turned in a circle. “I have zero bars!”
Mom winced. “Sorry. We’ll have Wi-Fi soon. Promise, okay?” 
Janie nodded, not trusting her voice not to crack or her eyes not to tear. But Nick persisted. “What am I supposed to do until then? I was playing online.” 
That was all Nick did. Video games. Minecraft. Model cars. Mom says Nick has trouble making friends sometimes because of his autism. But that’s not what Janie thought. Nick talked to everyone and played with any kids around. But the truth was she had difficulty making friends because, according to Nick, she was a weirdo. Besides, making friends was too painful anyway, especially when you knew leaving was inevitable. 
“Maybe you’ll get a better signal upstairs,” Mom said. “Once I get the lights on, bring your suitcases up. Janie, your bedroom is the first one at the top of the stairs with a view of the—” Mom bit her lip and smiled. “Well, you’ll see. And Nick’s is the first door to the right down the hall.”
Mom disappeared into the living room, and Janie pointed the light up the steep staircase. Dust motes swirled and danced in the ray of light that cut through the dark. Cracks ran from the floor to the ceiling. Wallpaper hung in long, loose strips as if wild beasts had clawed the walls. Pieces of plaster dusted the landing. 
“Come on, Nick.” She walked outside and started down the steps. “Let’s get our things.”
Her brother sat on the steps and watched her drag their suitcases through the grass. It took four trips, and by the time she was done, Nick was engrossed in another one of his games. “You could help,” she said, knowing he wouldn’t budge. It must be nice to be nine years old and not have to do any work. 
“Forget it,” she muttered, struggling with her over-sized travel bag. It banged into the screen door, making it slam against the stone building. 
At the top of the stairs, the door to what she assumed was her room stood slightly open. Janie pressed a hand against the wood and pushed. For a moment, she was relieved by the moonlight shining in, until she took in the single light bulb dangling over her bed, a set of sheets and comforter folded in the center. A lone dresser and nightstand, the drawers still taped shut. The only thing unpacked was the high heel lamp with a pink fringe shade her mother bought at a yard sale in Jersey. That was in the center of the nightstand. The rest of the boxes were piled high in front of an old boarded-up fireplace. Someone had made a lousy attempt at a window seat—a wood plank over the old radiator topped with a worn moth-ridden cushion. And the walls looked as severely damaged as the ones on the staircase.
A chill blew in from the open window. The fresh air made Janie realize she’d already gotten used to the stuffy smell of the house. She moved cautiously, feet shuffling across the floor so as not to trip on anything in the shadows and set her bag and portfolio on the seat. A layer of dirt clouded the glass, the bright moonlight making it harder to see through. 
Off the back of the house, sat a sprawling two-story deck with stairs leading into the darkness. Janie muscled the window open farther, stuck her head out, and gasped. “No way.” 
Beyond the deck railings, paths wound in and out of towering pine trees, between angel statues, stone wall arches, and hundreds of headstones. Shadows fluttered across the ground, playing in the patches of moonlight. In the distance, a strange glow appeared. She strained to see it clearly, but it vanished. Probably headlights from a passing car, she thought—only she couldn’t make out a road. 
Something moved. A dark shadow barely discernible in the corner of the deck. A popping sound and a blinding flash came from behind her. Janie banged her head on the window. The shadow leaped, spread wings that beat the air, and flew off into the sky. 
She released a breath, heart drumming stupidly in her chest. Just a bird. She hated that the house creeped her out but loved that she had her very own cemetery to do grave rubbings. It was a weirdo’s hobby, according to Nick, and he might be right, but she didn’t care. 
“Electricity is on. It was a tripped breaker.” Her mother appeared in the doorway, face shining with excitement. “So, you found the surprise?”
Janie looked back out the window, wishing Abuela were there. She missed her grandmother fiercely, and it had been only a few days since they left NYC. Abuela had gotten her into doing grave rubbings. She brought Janie to the cemetery on Father’s Day when she was six and taught her how to do the rubbing. Dad’s headstone was the first she’d ever done. Then they did Abuelo’s next. Janie continued on her own when she could and had quite a collection from everywhere they’d lived or traveled. 
Spending so much time in cemeteries didn’t help in the friend department. In fourth grade, when she had shared her summer adventures in Puerto Rico with Abuela, finding and rubbing their ancestor’s tombstones, this girl Alicia got the whole class calling Janie the creepy “Graveyard Girl.” But sitting beside the stones with wax blocks always made her feel closer to her dad, although she had no idea why. 
“No more riding trains to Holy Cross,” Mom said. “Pine Hill Cemetery is not as old, of course, but I’m sure there are some interesting stones. Come on, want to tour the rest of the house?”
Janie’s temporary elevated mood plummeted. The House. She tried to rearrange her expression into something happy or excited, but it didn’t work. “Sure.”
She followed her mother downstairs, through the living room, dining room, and into a large kitchen, and wished the lights would go back out. The house looked much better in the dark. “Where’s Nick?”
A bang and a thud came from the ceiling. Dust and dirt rained down, making Janie cough. Mom looked up and sighed. “In his room.”
Why hadn’t Janie heard him come upstairs? Because she’d had her head hanging out the window, of course. 
Mom waved the dust cloud out of the air. “Sorry, the place is a bit of a mess. No one has lived here in a while. Not the best welcome home.” 
Home. If only— twelve schools in six years. September in Willoughby Middle School makes lucky thirteen. As her mother took her around, she tried to find nice things to say. 
“I like the way the wallpaper is hanging like party streamers,” she said. “I mean, um… it’s festive. And the paint underneath is a striking reddish color.”
Mom ignored her sarcasm. “Look at the woodwork on the staircase and around the windows. The house will be nice once we fix it up, don’t you think?” She moved to the crusted mantel, nearly bouncing as she went. “Working fireplaces.” Mom tugged on the little metal door to the hearth, its glass blackened from heat.
It didn’t budge.
“I’ll pry it open tomorrow. Did you see the fireplaces in the bedrooms?”
“The room was dark. But fireplaces are cool.”
“You’ll appreciate them when winter comes, even if the heating is up and running by then. A roaring fire, or three, will keep the house toasty. Good for marshmallow roasting too.”
Janie perked up. Abuela roasted marshmallows with her and Nick every summer, but this time she stayed in the city. A lump formed in her throat. Summer was going to stink. 
Wait.
“No heat?”
“Don’t worry. We’ll have a new furnace before the cold hits. So, what do you think?”
“This place needs a lot of work. Where are we going to find the money for it all?”
Mom shrugged. “There’s no mortgage, so all we need to worry about are the taxes. I’ve still got a little money left over from the 48th Street apartment.”
Janie cringed. That renovation had her mother in tears most nights. She had said anything that could go wrong did, and then the sale scarcely covered the expenses. 
“Besides, a lot of the work is cosmetic,” Mom said, “nothing a little paint won’t fix.”
“Oh, God!” Why did Mom think paint could fix everything?
A chunk of plaster fell from the wall and splattered on the scratched-up old floor. “Mom, I’m pretty sure paint is not going to do it this time.”
Suzanna put her arm around Janie’s shoulders. “Okay, maybe we need a little more than paint this time, but we can work on the repairs together, and Gabe will help. We’ll have fun, you’ll see. The place just needs a little work, and it’ll be great. We’ll be in and out before you know it.”
A little work? Janie thought about the dirt, the mice, and all the work needed to make the house livable, let alone nice. “How long ya think?”
Mom pursed her lips together and looked around. There was a sudden coldness in the air that she’d sworn wasn’t there a moment before, and Janie got an eerie feeling as if she wasn’t the only one waiting for an answer. 
“A few months,” Mom said at last. She crouched down next to an outlet with its guts sticking out. “There are some electrical and plumbing issues. The previous owner left the upgrades unfinished. The cleaning, cosmetics…” Mom stood and rubbed her arms. “And insulation. There’s a terrible draft in here.”
“It’s July. Why’s it cold?” 
“Gabe says that’s ‘Adirondack weather. Hot during the day. Cold at night.’” 
Mom’s friend Gabe lived up in the mountains. He’s an architect, which is how she found the house and the whole reason they were there. And the old house had not only no heat but also no air conditioning. Another bang came from Nick’s room. 
“Almost midnight. Tell your brother to wrap it up.” Her mother yawned, causing a chain reaction. “You need to get some sleep, too, mija. Long day of unpacking tomorrow.” Then she kissed Janie’s head and shooed her toward the stairs. 
As Janie passed the front door, she heard a weird scratching noise. She stopped to listen. Nothing. She walked up the staircase, pausing on each step that creaked. More scratching. “What is that?” 
Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.
Mom stood in the foyer with her hands on her hips. “Where is it coming from?” 
“Outside, I think.” Janie rushed back down the stairs and flipped on the porch light. The scratching got louder and more insistent as if something was trying to get in. 
Her mother grabbed a broom stashed inside a foyer closet and held it out like a pitchfork. “Okay, mija. On three, you swing the door open, and I’ll clobber whatever wild animal is out there. You ready?”
“Mom, wait! What if it’s not an animal?”
“What else would it be? Probably a raccoon or something.”
“What if it’s dangerous?” It sounded dangerous—and big—and like it would dig its way right through the door into the house. 
“It’ll be fine. Just do as I say. Ready?”
Janie nodded. 
“One,” 
Scratch. Scratch.
“Two,”
Scratch.
“Three!”
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