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The House at Willow Creek

The Weight of an Empty Room

The moving truck had been gone for three hours, and still Eleanor stood in the center of the living room, surrounded by boxes she could not bring herself to open.

The afternoon light fell through the tall windows in slanted columns, catching dust motes that drifted like slow snow. She watched them settle on the bare floorboards—oak, wide-planked, scarred in places where furniture had stood for decades. The previous owners had left those marks, along with the faint smell of woodsmoke and lavender that clung to the plaster walls. She had noticed it during the first walkthrough, two months ago, when the house had still belonged to strangers. Now it belonged to her, and the smell had not changed, but everything else had.

Eleanor folded her arms across her chest and pressed her palms into her elbows. The gesture was old habit, a way of holding herself together when she felt the seams beginning to fray. She had been doing it since she was twelve years old, since the first time her father had walked out and her mother had sat at the kitchen table not crying, just staring, and Eleanor had stood in the doorway thinking *someone has to be solid here*.

That was thirty years ago, and still she was the one standing solid in doorways while other people left.

She walked to the window—the one facing west, toward the long curve of Willow Creek Road and the woods beyond—and pressed her forehead against the glass. It was cold. October had arrived with a suddenness that still surprised her, even after forty-two autumns. The maple trees that lined the drive had already turned, their leaves the color of rust and old blood, and a few clung to the branches with the desperate tenacity of things not ready to fall.

*I am not ready to fall*, she thought. But she had been falling for months, or perhaps years, and only now had she hit something that felt like ground.

The divorce had been final for eleven weeks. Seven months before that, she had walked into the guest bedroom of the townhouse she and Daniel had shared for fifteen years and found his suitcase already packed. He had not been hiding it. That was what had cut her most deeply—not the affair, not the woman from his office whose name she still refused to learn, but the casualness of his departure. He had packed his bag in plain sight, as if leaving her were no more significant than a business trip.

*I’m sorry, Eleanor.* His voice had been soft, almost kind. *I didn’t plan for this to happen.*

She had not cried then. She had not cried at the mediation, or at the signing, or when the judge had stamped the papers with a sound like a hammer falling. She had waited until she was alone in the empty townhouse, the rooms stripped of everything that had made them hers, and then she had sat on the floor of the bedroom and wept until her throat burned.

That had been six weeks ago. Now she was here, in a house she had bought with half the money from the sale of the townhouse, in a town she had never visited before the real estate listing appeared in her search results. Willow Creek, population 847. One grocery store, two churches, a library the size of a double-wide trailer, and a diner that closed at 3 p.m. The kind of place people left when they were young and came back to only when something had gone wrong.

Something had gone wrong. But Eleanor could not say, yet, what it was.

She turned away from the window and looked at the boxes again. Thirty-seven of them, according to the inventory she had made that morning, though she had stopped counting after the first twenty. Kitchen things. Bedroom things. Books she had not read in years but could not bear to give away. Photo albums she had not opened since before the wedding. A collection of mismatched china that had belonged to her grandmother, packed in bubble wrap and newspaper, each plate wrapped with a care that felt obscene now, given how little she wanted to eat from them.

She should unpack. She should choose a room to start with—the kitchen, perhaps, or the bedroom—and begin the slow work of making this house into a home. That was what people did. That was what she would have done, before.

Instead, she walked into the hallway.

The house was larger than she needed. Three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a living room, a dining room, and a kitchen that opened onto a screened porch at the back. The real estate agent had called it “charming” and “full of character,” which Eleanor had learned meant *old* and *in need of expensive repairs*. But the bones were good. That was what the inspector had said, running his hand along the exposed beams in the basement. *Good bones. Built to last.*

She wondered if the same could be said of her.

The hallway was dark, the only light coming from the living room behind her and a small window at the far end, near what she had decided would be her bedroom. The floorboards creaked under her feet—three steps in, a loud groan, then silence. She had been told that old houses made sounds, that they settled and shifted and breathed like living things. But the sound reminded her of something else, something she could not name, and she stopped walking.

*You’re being ridiculous*, she told herself. *It’s just a house.*

But it wasn’t just a house. It was the first place she had ever chosen entirely on her own, without consultation, without compromise. Daniel had hated the idea of moving to the country. Daniel had hated the idea of any house that required more than a fifteen-minute commute to the city. Daniel had hated the idea of anything that did not fit neatly into the life he had imagined for them, a life of restaurants and galleries and dinner parties with people whose names Eleanor had always struggled to remember.

She had not realized how much of herself she had given up until she had nothing left to give.

The bedroom was empty except for the mattress she had laid on the floor that morning, still wrapped in plastic. She had not bothered with sheets. There was no point, she had told herself. She could sleep on the bare mattress for one night, or two, until she found the energy to unpack the linens.

But the truth was simpler and more shameful: she was afraid to unpack because unpacking meant staying. And staying meant admitting that this was her life now, this house, this town, this solitary existence in which the loudest sound was her own breathing.

She sat on the edge of the mattress and looked at the walls. They were pale blue, the color of a winter sky, and someone had painted them recently—she could still smell the faint chemical sweetness of fresh latex. The previous owners had left a small hook on the back of the door, the kind meant for a bathrobe, and she found herself staring at it as if it held some significance she could not quite grasp.

A bathrobe. She had a bathrobe. It was in one of the boxes in the living room, probably, buried under winter sweaters and the remnants of a life she no longer recognized.

She lay back on the mattress and stared at the ceiling. There was a water stain in the corner, shaped vaguely like a cloud, and she traced its outline with her eyes until the light began to fade and the room filled with shadows.

She did not cry. She had done enough of that. But she lay there for a long time, listening to the house settle around her, and she wondered if she would ever feel anything again besides this dull, persistent ache.

—-
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She woke to darkness and the sound of wind.

The house was cold. She had not thought to turn on the heat before falling asleep, and the October night had seeped through the walls like water through a sieve. Her fingers were stiff when she reached for her phone on the floor beside the mattress. 2:47 a.m. No messages. No missed calls. No one to call.

She sat up slowly, her joints protesting. Forty-two was not old, she told herself. Forty-two was middle-aged, maybe, but not old. And yet she felt ancient, hollowed out, as if the divorce had scraped away not just her marriage but some essential layer of herself that she would never get back.

The wind rattled the window in its frame, and she heard the soft tapping of branches against glass. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called—a low, rhythmic sound that seemed to come from the woods behind the house. She had grown up in the suburbs, where the night sounds were cars and the occasional dog barking. This was different. This was the sound of isolation, of empty spaces between houses, of neighbors who lived so far away that their lights were pinpricks on the horizon.

She stood up and walked to the window. The moon was nearly full, and its light fell across the backyard in silver bands, illuminating the tall grass and the dark line of trees at the property’s edge. For a moment, she thought she saw something move—a shape, low to the ground, slipping between the shadows. But when she pressed her face to the glass and looked more carefully, there was nothing there. Just the wind, and the trees, and the long, empty grass.

*You’re imagining things*, she told herself. *You’re tired and scared and you haven’t eaten a proper meal in days, and your mind is playing tricks on you.*

But she could not shake the feeling that something was out there, watching.

She turned away from the window and left the bedroom, walking barefoot through the dark hallway toward the kitchen. The floorboards were cold against her soles, and she stepped carefully, avoiding the places she had already learned groaned the loudest. She did not turn on any lights. The moon was enough, filtering through the windows in pale streams, turning the unfamiliar furniture into ghostly shapes.

The kitchen was the only room she had partially unpacked—the essentials, she had told herself. A few plates, a single pot, a coffee maker that she had set up that morning with trembling hands. She filled a glass with water from the tap and drank it standing at the sink, looking out at the backyard through the window above the faucet.

The grass was overgrown. She had known that when she bought the house, had told herself that mowing the lawn would be good for her, would give her something to do with her hands. But now, in the moonlight, the tall grass looked less like neglect and more like intention, as if the yard had been allowed to grow wild on purpose, to hide something.

She set the glass down and rubbed her arms. The house was cold, but the cold was not the only thing making her shiver.

She had not told anyone where she was going. Her mother thought she was still in the city, looking for a smaller apartment. Her few remaining friends thought she was taking time to herself, processing the divorce in private. Even her sister, Claire, who had called three times in the past week, did not know that Eleanor had bought a house in a town she had never heard of, a town so small it did not appear on most maps.

*I needed to disappear*, she thought. *I needed to be somewhere no one could find me.*

But now that she was here, she was not sure what she had been running from. Or perhaps she knew, and she simply could not admit it.

She turned from the sink and walked back through the house, her bare feet silent on the floorboards. The living room was still full of boxes, and she paused in the doorway, looking at them as if they might offer some clue to what she was supposed to do next. But they were just boxes, cardboard and tape and the accumulated debris of a life she had left behind.

She thought about Daniel. She tried not to, most of the time, but in the dark, in the quiet, his face came to her unbidden. Not the way he had looked at the end—tired, distracted, already gone—but the way he had looked in the beginning, when they were still new to each other, still learning the geography of each other’s bodies and habits and secret fears. He had been kind then. Tender, even. He had held her hand in movie theaters and kissed her forehead before leaving for work and made her tea when she was sick.

*What happened to us?* she had asked him, the night he had packed his suitcase.

And he had looked at her with something that might have been pity, and said, *I don’t know. We just... drifted.*

Drifted. As if fifteen years could be reduced to a single word, a single current that had pulled them apart so slowly that neither of them had noticed until they were






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A SECOND CHANCE.
A NEW BEGINNING.

s
:{‘

) |

[ WU J 1 s
] WIUl e

MOURAD ERRAHLA

oM —





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





