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Home Is Where the Magic Is

 

Frankie’s first memory of the house was from when she was five years old. Ever since she could remember, her mother had told her stories of the house tilting its floorboards back and forth to rock her cradle as a baby until she fell asleep, and softening her landing when she was first learning to walk, saving her from many a scraped knee. But of course Frankie didn’t remember any of that. To her, they were just stories, as familiar and as distant as the stories of the grandparents she had never known, or the father who had died before she was born.

But it became more than that the day she went sliding down the banister. The Olympics were on TV, and she decided she would hold an event of her own: indoor sledding. “Representing the United States of America is…” she yelled as she tore down the crooked hallway, with its portraits of every family member from her great-great-great-grandmother onward. She reached the top of the spiral staircase, grabbed hold of the banister with both hands, and swung herself up in a practiced motion. “Frankie Frisch!”

She had done this dozens of times before, over her mother’s objections. She had landed safely at the bottom every time. She didn’t know that the faint acrid odor in the air came from the varnish her mother had just used to lovingly polish the banister, which, like the rest of the house, dated back to Frankie’s great-great-great-grandmother’s time and needed frequent love and attention in order to stay in good condition. She definitely didn’t know that the fresh varnish would make the banister twice as slippery, and consequently cause her to hurtle down twice as fast. Later, her mother would tell her about the time she had learned that lesson for herself, when she was a little girl. But she hadn’t chosen to pass that particular lesson on to Frankie, because she had hoped that Frankie, unlike her, would exit her daredevil phase early.

“On your marks… get set…” But before Frankie could say, “Go,” she started sliding down the banister, even though she hadn’t given herself the final push it normally took. She let out a panicked yelp.

As she picked up speed, the yelp turned to a scream. She made it around the first curve, just barely, but she was tilting dangerously to the side, and none of her frantic attempts to gain purchase were working. And there was another curve ahead, and it was a long way from here to the bottom. She looked down at the wood floor, which was approaching too quickly, and saw the hard stop waiting for her. For the first time in her life, Frankie felt real fear.

That was how she would think about it later, when she was sitting in her room shaking, and not only from the ear-blistering lecture her mother would deliver. It felt different from any other fear she had ever experienced in her short life. Later still, she would look back and recognize it as her first real awareness of her own mortality. But at that moment, as she lost her grip and sailed facefirst toward the floor, she wasn’t thinking about death. Not consciously, at least. All she knew was that something was coming for her, something that was bad in a way nothing had ever been bad before, and she was powerless to stop it.

She squeezed her eyes shut and braced herself for the crash.

Instead… she bounced.

She hit the soft, springy wood once, twice, three times before she gently settled to the floor. She patted the wood in wonder, but it had already rehardened. Now it was nothing more than an ordinary floor.

Except, of course, that nothing about Frankie’s house was ordinary.

Nothing about the last-minute save struck her as all that strange. She might not have experienced the house’s magic firsthand before—not that she could remember, anyway—but she knew all the stories by heart. And not just the ones about the house rocking her to sleep, but also about the time it had burst its own pipes to douse the fire Great-Uncle John had started with his illicit cigarettes, or when, back in great-great-grandmother Henrietta’s time, it once opened up its floorboards to swallow a pair of robbers, who were never seen again.

Even at the age of five, she wasn’t entirely sure she believed that last one. But the idea that the house could save her from certain doom? That was just part of the fabric of her life. It would be another year before she learned that not everyone treated their house like a member of the family, telling it about their day and singing to it as they dusted its corners. And another year after that before she would stand up for show-and-tell and tell her class about her great-great-great-grandmother, who had been a witch and had enchanted the house to be her family’s guardian spirit, and learn that it was a bad idea to talk out loud about things like witch ancestors—at least if you didn’t want everyone to make ghost noises at you in the halls for the rest of the school year.

All that would come later—all that and worse. But for now, all Frankie knew was that the stories were true, and that as long as she was inside her house, she had nothing to fear.

She patted the floor again, this time with affection instead of curiosity, the way she might have patted the head of the friendly dog. “Thank you, house,” she said, her voice subdued from her ordeal.

In return, she felt a burst of warm tenderness emanating up from the floor. And something else, too—a slight mental prodding, like the house was poking her with a gentle finger. If the house could speak in words, Frankie knew it would be saying, You know what you have to do now, don’t you?

“I know, I know,” Frankie grumbled. At a second mental poke, she stood and trudged off to confess to her mother and take her punishment.

 

* * *

 

“Thank you, house,” she said as she paused in the doorway, clutching the last box in her arms. She sniffed. “Thank you for everything.” She didn’t know how many thank-yous she had given the house, over the years. Dozens at least. Probably hundreds. What she did know was that this would be the last.

She didn’t take that final step out the door. Instead, she turned and leaned against the doorjamb, and felt the house’s love pour into her. That had been what she was looking for, but it didn’t make her feel better the way she had hoped. It only made her feel rotten inside, like the water-damaged floorboard she had replaced last month. For weeks, the house had groaned like it had a stomachache, until she had pinpointed the problem. After that, the repair had been easy.  Out of necessity, she had learned how to be as handy as her mother—she couldn’t trust anyone else with repairing her family’s house, after all.

At that thought, the tears she had been fighting all morning spilled over. She swiped at them with one hand, forgetting about the box—until it slipped free and landed directly on her big toe. She yelled a few words her mother wouldn’t have approved of. The house didn’t approve, either—she could feel it clucking its nonexistent tongue at her, as if she were still five years old. She didn’t know why the house felt the need to judge her for her language, but not the thing she actually deserved blame for.

She had lost the house. She had ruined everything for both of them. And for any children she might have in the future, and their children, and their children’s children. She had betrayed the entire Frisch family, all those generations going all the way back to her great-great-great-grandmother.

Her ancestors had gone through World War II and the Depression and the Civil War. They had endured the loss of fortunes and the deaths of children. Her grandmother’s parents had died when she was fifteen years old, and her grandmother had successfully lied to the authorities and kept them from taking her away. She had held onto the house despite everything. They all had.

Until Frankie.

She’d had it easier than her grandmother, although nothing about it had felt easy at the time. She had been eighteen when her mother died—a bus crash on the trip to Niagara Falls they had planned to take together, a tandem graduation present to celebrate Frankie’s high school diploma and her mother’s nursing degree. Frankie had gotten the stomach flu the night before they were supposed to leave. She had told her mother to go without her. At first her mother wouldn’t hear of it, but the hotel room had been nonrefundable, and Frankie had insisted it would be better for one of them to go and have fun than for them both to be stuck in the house making each other miserable.

For months afterward, Frankie had replayed those last moments in her head. She had a suspicion she would still be replaying them now, five years later, still telling herself that she had killed her mother, if not for the support of the only family she had left. The house.

She hadn’t gone off to college that fall like she had planned. And not only because her financial aid had been a mess no one knew how to untangle, since it had been based on her mother’s income and her mother would no longer be paying for anything. She couldn’t leave the house alone, gathering dust, helpless against the encroaching termites and the winter storms. But more than that, she couldn’t leave her last link to her family. She couldn’t step out of the house’s comforting embrace and fly across the country into a cold, unfamiliar world, no matter how many times she reminded herself she would be coming back as soon as she had her degree.

So she had gotten a job in town. Every time her grief had started to close in on her, the house had mentally prodded her until she
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