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The first time I saw the house, I thought the sea had been trying to bring it back to shore for years. There was something displaced about it, something wrong, as if it belonged to another landscape—or even another century—and had accidentally ended up in Palm Beach, hidden behind a black fence covered in bougainvillea.

The private road ended there. Beyond it was only the ocean.

The Uber driver doublechecked the address before dropping me off in front of the driveway.

"Are you sure this is the place?"

I looked at the property.

The windows on the second floor were sealed with white painted boards. Hidden cameras beneath the eaves tracked every movement in the garden with an almost human slowness. There was not a single worker outside, no dry leaves, no noise.

Really rich houses always end up looking like mausoleums.

"Yes," I answered.

The driver hesitated for a moment before pulling away.

I stood alone in front of the gate, feeling the humid Atlantic wind clinging to my clothes. I had been waiting for weeks for this opportunity. A professor at Biscayne University had recommended my name to assist temporarily with the cataloging of the private archives of the Albornoz family, recently donated to a historical center in Miami.

Letters, diaries, maritime inventories, colonial correspondence. Everything powerful families keep when they still believe memory can absolve them.

My name is Helena Varela, and until that morning, the past was a motionless thing.

The gate opened without a sound.

A man was waiting on the other side.

He did not extend his hand.

"Miss Varela."

He had a dry, precise voice, the kind of voice accustomed to being obeyed before finishing a sentence. His dark gray suit seemed too heavy for the Florida heat.

"Méndez," he said. "I legally represent the foundation."

I nodded.

The lawyers of old families always end up looking alike. They learn the same cautious expression, the same tone of weary courtesy, like priests specializing in hereditary sins.

We entered the house.

The air smelled of salt, old wax, and freshly cut flowers. Portraits lined the walls: men with military beards, pale women wearing pearl chokers, children dressed as miniature, sorrowful versions of their parents. They watched from their oil paintings with that unbearable serenity of the rich dead.

Then I saw her.

The portrait occupied the center of the main staircase. It showed a woman seated beside an open window, wearing a black dress with a high collar, one hand resting on a dark leather book.

She was not beautiful in an obvious way. It was worse than that.

She was interested.

Her eyes were not looking at the painter or the viewer. They were fixed on something just beyond the frame, as though she were listening to a secret conversation no one else could hear.

Méndez noticed I had stopped.

"Catalina de Albornoz," he said. "Madrid, 1849. The original benefactor of the family."

Benefactor.

The word settled between us with indecent softness.

In historical archives, noble words are usually the first to rot.

I said nothing.

We continued down a long corridor where the air conditioning could not completely erase the humidity drifting in from the sea. At the end stood a dark wooden door.

Locked.

Méndez opened it.

The library occupied the entire north wing of the house and felt several degrees colder than the rest of the rooms. Mahogany bookshelves stretched to the ceiling. Black iron ladders slid along rails. Reading tables glowed beneath green banker’s lamps.

No open windows.

No portraits.

No sea.

Méndez placed a gray archival box on the main table.

"Do not touch any documents without gloves."

"Does everything belong to the family?"

"Part of it. The rest was removed before the donation."

"Removed by whom?"

The man slowly adjusted his cuffs.

"There are private materials that are not relevant to academic research."

Academic research.

That tone again.

The elegant way powerful people call censorship discretion.

I waited until I heard his footsteps disappear down the corridor before opening the box.

Inside were numbered folders, envelopes tied with faded ribbons, and small travel journals coated with dust. The first was written in French. The second in old Spanish. The third had neither date nor author.

I opened it carefully.

The ink had faded, but the handwriting remained firm and beautiful. It was not the nervous script of someone confessing a secret. It was the calm handwriting of someone accustomed to recording the world as though it belonged to them.

I read:

September 15.

The girls arrived before nightfall. Mercedes cried during the journey, although she calmed down once she saw the garden illuminated. It is always the same. Fear disappears as soon as they understand the privilege being offered to them.

I stopped.

I read the sentence again.

The privilege being offered to them.

Something strange stirred inside me.

Not fear.

Recognition.

Like hearing an old melody hidden inside a new song.

I turned the page.

They should not remain too long in the main house. Men prefer the impression of recent innocence.

I closed the notebook immediately.

The green lamp hummed softly above my head. Outside, far away, the sea struck the coast with muffled violence.

I considered returning the notebook to the box.

I considered getting up, leaving the house, and forgetting the slimy sensation slowly spreading beneath my skin.

Instead, I kept reading.

There were names.

Mercedes.

Ana.

Eloísa.

Clara.

Sometimes age appears in the margin.

Fourteen.

Fifteen.

Thirteen.

All recorded with the same unbearable serenity.

I never encountered explicit violence.

That was precisely what made it intolerable.

The language remained clean, refined, almost maternal, as though the author were describing distinguished students arriving at a boarding school rather than girls entering a carefully designed mechanism meant to consume them.

Then I found the signature.

C. de Albornoz.

I looked up into the silent darkness of the library.

Catalina.

For a moment, I imagined the woman in the portrait sitting exactly where I was, writing those pages with the tranquility of someone who had never been contradicted.

I opened another folder, trying to clear my head.

There were financial records, maritime itineraries, and correspondence sent from Madrid, Cádiz, Havana, and New Orleans.

The same families.

The same surnames.

Men who appeared decade after decade, as if time barely managed to wear them down.

A folded sheet slipped to the floor.

I bent down to pick it up.

It was a photograph.

Far more recent than the rest of the material.

Glossy paper.

Modern edges.

A group of men smiled in front of a white house by the sea. Some wore light colored suits. Others wore dark sunglasses.

Behind them stood girls who were too young, trying to smile naturally.

At the bottom, someone had written a date in black marker:

Palm Beach, 2003.

A hollow sensation opened immediately in my stomach.

Because I recognized one of the surnames written on the back.

Blackwell.

The same surname as the benefactor whose name was still engraved on the main library at Biscayne University.

I stared at the photograph for so long that the lamp began warming the back of my neck.

Blackwell.

I turned the picture over again, as though the name might disappear the second time.

It was still there.

Written in quick, masculine handwriting:

Richard Blackwell, A. Fonseca, M. Delacroix, Summer 2003.

Below that, squeezed into the margin:

The new guests arrived on Thursday.

Something shifted uneasily inside my chest.

It was not indignation.

Not yet.

It was something worse.

Intuition.

Intuition is an early form of fear.

I stood and walked toward the shelves, trying to steady my breathing.

The library was organized by continent rather than chronology, as though the family had long understood that money travels better geographically than morally.

Spain occupied the main wall.

The Caribbean and Latin America filled a much smaller side section, though those archives appeared far more frequently used.

There were fresh fingerprints on several of the spines.

That worried me more than it should have.

I returned to the table with the photograph still in my hand.

I pulled out my phone to take a picture and email it to myself.

But before I could, I heard something on the other side of the door.

Steps.

I put the phone away immediately.

The door opened just a few inches.

She was a young woman, perhaps a few years younger than me, dressed entirely in white. He carried a silver tray with coffee and mineral water. She had the kind of understated beauty that forces you to look twice: dark skin, tired eyes, overly careful movements.

"Mr. Mendez said I might need this."

His Spanish had a barely noticeable Cuban accent.

"Thank you.

The girl put down the tray without getting too close to the table.

Then he looked at the photograph.

Just a second.

But it was enough.

"Do you work here?" I asked.

She took too long to respond.

"Sometimes.

"Is the house still inhabited?"

"Not really.

Another strange answer.

Normal people do not say "not really." They say yes or no. Only people who hide something learn to live within intermediate zones of language.

The young woman placed a nonexistent napkin on the tray.

"You shouldn't stay after six."

"Why?"

Then something happened that I would later remember too many times.

She looked up at the portrait of Catherine de Albornoz that hung over the library's extinguished fireplace.

He smiled.

Not with humor.

Not with kindness.

With resignation.

"Because after six o'clock," he said softly, "the house changes."

I wanted to ask him what exactly that meant, but he was already walking away toward the door.

"Wait."

The young woman stopped.

"What's your name?"

For the first time he seemed to hesitate.

"Lucia."

"Lucia what?"

She held my gaze for just an instant.

"Nobody uses last names here.

Then he left the room.

The silence returned slowly, like water occupying an empty space.

I looked at the photograph again. Then the notebook. Then they closed the door.

He had arrived believing that he was researching a historical collection. Now I had the uneasy feeling that someone had allowed me to enter there on purpose, as if the house had been waiting for years for a sufficiently curious person to make the mistake of opening those boxes.

I sat down again.

I opened Catherine's notebook in half.

And I found, carefully folded between the pages, a list of names written in blue ink.

All females.

All accompanied by age.

All marked with small black crosses in the margin.

Except one.

Helena.

For several seconds I did not understand what I was seeing. I simply stared at the name motionless on the yellow page as my mind tried to construct a reasonable explanation rather than a true one.

Helena.

It was not an impossible or strange name, but neither was it common in Spanish documents of the nineteenth century, much less written in modern blue ink on a paper whose texture clearly belonged to another century.

I felt a slow cold climbing up my arms.

I took the blade between my fingers.

The other names were written in ancient and disciplined calligraphy:

Isabel — 14

Heloisa — 15

Mercedes — 13

Next to each one appeared the same black cross.

But mine is not.

My name was added decades later, with another ink and another hand. Most recent. More hurried.

No cross.

Behind me, the house gave a long, deep creak.

I looked up immediately.

Nothing.

The library was still intact under the green light of the lamps. The air conditioner hummed softly from the ceiling grilles. Outside, the sea beat against the coast with distant violence.

Then I realized something worse.

I no longer heard workers outside, or voices, or cars, or even birds.

The house had gone completely silent.

I looked at the clock over the fireplace.

6:12.

I felt immediate shame for my own fear. That was the problem with studying too much literature: one ends up imagining symbols where there are only old wood and bad electricity.

I doubled the list again.

But before I put it away, I saw something written on the back.

One address.

Coral Gables.

And below:

Varela Archive.

My last name again.

The pulse began to hit me hard in the throat.

No.

That could no longer be a coincidence.

I got up so quickly that the chair scraped the marble floor. I opened the folder again looking for some rational explanation: genealogies, documents donated by different collections, academic references. Something. Anything.

Instead, I found a letter.

Sealed.

Addressed to me.

Not to Helena Varela as a generic name.

No.

Typed, perfectly aligned on the aged envelope, someone had written:

Helena Varela

Creative Writing Department

University of Biscayne.

I felt nauseous.

I took a step back.

Logic tried to defend itself in vain: some professor, a sick joke, an absurd academic setup.

But even as I thought about it, I knew it was not true.

The envelope was old.

Not artificially aged.

Really old.

The yellowish corners. The faint smell of humidity. Fragile paper.

Someone had kept that letter for years.

Decades.

And he had left it exactly there for me to find.

My fingers were shaking when I broke the seal.

Inside was a single sheet.

The handwriting was feminine and elegant.

I read:

If this card has finally reached your hands, it means that the house has been reopened.

In that case, you must understand something before continuing, none of us really found the way out.

The rest of the page had been torn out.

I stood by the table, holding the fragment of the letter in both hands, as if the body needed to participate in the effort to understand.

None of us really found the way out.

I read the sentence again.

Then another.

The writing had a delicate inclination to the right, disciplined, almost beautiful. A letter learned in private schools or expensive convents. There was no hysteria in her. No visible urgency.

That was precisely what was unbearable.

Calm.

Truly terrified people rarely write calmly. People who have lived with fear for too long do.

I heard a knock somewhere on the second floor.

I raised my head.

The house immediately fell silent, as if it had corrected a mistake.

I should have left at that moment.

Years later I would still think about that: about the absurd number of lives that change because someone decides to stay five more minutes.

I put the letter inside my bag and took the photograph of Palm Beach. He needed air, light, something that belonged to the present.

When I crossed the main corridor again, the portrait of Catalina de Albornoz stopped me again.

Now there was something different about him.

I approached slowly.

It was not the expression or the posture.

It was the book on which his hand rested.

I had not noticed it before, but the edge of the leather was engraved with golden initials:

C.V.

Catalina Varela.

I felt the ground shift just under my feet.

Varela.

My last name again.

I recoiled instinctively.

Then I heard male voices coming in from the main lobby.

I turned away from the portrait just as two men appeared at the end of the corridor. One was Méndez. The other, much older, walked with a rigid and elegant slowness. His hair was completely white, he wore a dark blue suit despite the Florida heat and a dry, carefully empty face.

Méndez spoke first.

"I thought I was done for today.”

“I was organizing the references.”

The older man looked at me without greeting.

There was something unbearable about the way he looked: not curiosity, but evaluation, as if he were trying to decide exactly how much I knew.

His eyes drifted to Catherine's portrait.

Then I went to my bag.

Too fast to be a coincidence.

"Miss Varela works for the university," Méndez explained.

"Yes," the man finally said. I had already been told.

His voice was low and old. Educated in an almost extinct way.

"And you are...?"

Tomás Blackwell.

The surname fell among us like a heavy object.

Blackwell.

The same as in the photograph.

The same name is engraved on the main library of the University of Biscayne.

For the first time since I entered the house, I felt real fear. Not the abstract fear of documents or old stories. Physical, immediate fear.

Because I understood something essential: the people connected with those files were not dead.

Thomas Blackwell held my gaze with absolute serenity.

"My family deeply appreciates academic work," he said. Although I must admit that certain investigations usually turn out to be... unhealthy.

Méndez discreetly lowered his eyes.

I tried to smile.

"I'm just cataloguing historical material.

"Of course.

Blackwell took a slow step toward the portrait of Catherine.

"History is a strange creature, Miss Varela. It survives thanks to those who decide to tell it... and thanks to those who understand when it should remain buried.

No one spoke after that.

From somewhere far away from the house came the brief sound of a door closing.

Not a slamming door.

Something much more controlled.

As if someone had just entered a room where they were already waiting for him.

Thomas Blackwell did not look at me again after that.

He stared at Catherine's portrait with his hands clasped behind his back, as if the woman in the oil painting could still hear him. The light from the corridor hardened his profile. There was something almost clerical about him: the same elegant austerity, the same silent conviction of those who have spent too many years in power.

Méndez finally broke the silence.

"Miss Varela was already finishing.

Blackwell nodded slightly.

"Of course.

But he did not move.

Neither did I.

The problem with true fear is that it immobilizes before it runs.

The letter felt like a hot object inside her
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