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Before
 

 

They never planned to enter the house.  

They never knew the house existed.  If not for the snowstorm, they would have never found the house—or, more accurately, the house would have never found them.  As it was, five friends stood on the concrete slab porch while wind whipped snow in small eddies around them Johnny, tall and angular in a light jacket, rapped his knuckles on the door.  The two girls—Kelsey with her dark, ropey curls tucked under an ivory stocking cap and Sarah, blonde and pale and pretty and wearing pink—huddled together against the siding.  Ben, soft and thick with a lingering layer of childhood fat, leaned against the railing, staring across the white field.  

“Nobody’s home,” Jared said.  He wasn’t wearing a proper coat.  As they scrambled from the ditch, Kelsey had looked at his grey sweatshirt and jeans and had said he would freeze.  Jared, his brown eyes dark enough to challenge a moonless night, had smiled and said, “I’ll be fine.”  On the porch, he didn’t even shiver. “Doesn’t look like we’re getting in. We should head down the road, see if we can find someplace, any place to ride out the storm.  Nobody has any cell service, so we can’t call snow-plows-r-us.”

Ben rolled his eyes.  “We’d be fine if dipshit hadn’t landed us in the ditch.” 

Johnny wheeled from the door. His blue eyes sparked. His fists clenched and unclenched. “Dipshit?  I didn’t see you volunteer to drive.  Damn SUV needs new tires. They’re as bald as Sarah’s dad.”

“Hey,” Sarah said.

Kelsey squeezed her arm. “He’s right.  Your dad is pretty shiny upstairs.  But I’m freezing. Right. Now. Can we just break in or something?  I’m sure Farmer Bob or whoever owns this place would rather have a broken window than five humansicles in his field.”

“Farmer Bob?” Jared poked his head out from under the porch roof. “Damn place is brick. Three stories. How do you figure a farmer lives here?”

Kelsey shrugged and went back to shivering. “Out in the middle of nowhere, that’s how.”

“It’s an old lock.  We can pick it rather than break a window.” Johnny knelt in front of the door and squinted through the key hole.  “Does anybody have a hair pin? Sarah? Kels?”

“Hairpin?” Sarah screwed up her face. “Are you nuts?”

“I dunno.  Seems like it should work.  They do it in all those old crusty movies J-rod watches.” 

“Those are classics,” Jared said. “God… No taste. Have you even tried the door?” 

“What do you think he’s been doing?” Ben boxed Jared on the shoulder.  “Knock-knock, who’s there?”

Johnny stretched to his full six foot, two inch height, placed one hand on the doorknob, but yanked it away.

“What’s wrong?” Kelsey asked.

“I dunno. It’s cold.”

“Of course it’s cold, numb-nuts.  It’s freezing. Have you seen the snow?” Ben waved across the field. “Your hand’s turning blue, too.”

Johnny rubbed his fingers. “No.  It was a different kind of cold.”

“Here,” Jared said, stepping forward. He wrapped his fingers around the knob and twisted. The door held for a moment, but then gave with a pop and creak. “I see what you mean cold. But here we are, folks.  No broken windows, no picked locks, no frozen twenty-two-year-olds on the porch.  It wasn’t locked. Looks like the innkeeper doesn’t mind trusting his neighbors. Our sanctuary.” He stepped aside so the others could enter. 

Warmer air greeted them—not exactly warm air, but not as biting as the frigid exterior. A smell hung in the air, too, just like every house has its own odor. This smell was different, cold and sterile and clean, without the expected hint of dust and mold which an older house should have.

“Hello?” Jared called into the house. No answer came.

“It’s dark,” Kelsey said. “And it smells funny, too.”

Ben sniffed. “Smells fine to me. Smells pretty clean.”

“Yes… That’s what I mean,” Sarah said. “I mean it smells funny because it’s clean. I expected old person smell.  Or dirt. Something musty and earthy. Farmer smell.”

“Maybe Farmer Bob likes to take care of his stuff.” Ben strode through the foyer, past the dark wooden staircase and matching banister, and turned right into what appeared to be a living room.  A couch and two matched chairs were arranged on an ornate rug, the couch in the middle with the chairs facing each other on either side. Each was lined with deep red upholstery. The rug and furniture shared a subtle paisley pattern, and in the dim light appeared to be an even darker red design on the burgundy fabric. A subtle, tan wallpaper covered the open stretches of wall. Deep hardwood molding surrounded everything.

“Find a light switch,” Johnny said.

“Here.” Jared punched a black button. “Old school switch.” A simple brass chandelier flickered above their heads.  Weak, yellow light washed over the room. “At least we have power.”

“Not much of an improvement, if you ask me.” Ben walked around the couch and plopped in a seat.  He crossed his boots on one armrest. “Farm Bob has some wickedly Victorian taste in furniture.”

“Ben—get your wet feet off the…” Kelsey’s mouth hung open as she scanned the floor. “It’s dry.  Your feet are dry.”

“See.  No problem.”  Ben grinned. “I must have knocked all the snow off before coming in.”

Kelsey backed toward the door. “I don’t like it in here. I don’t like this house.”

“Shhhhh.” Ben pressed a finger against his lips. “It might hear you.” He wagged his eyebrows.

“God, Ben. You and Kels sound like a B horror flick. First hairpins, now the house is alive.” Sarah rolled her eyes. “Shouldn’t we call somebody?”

Johnny nodded. “I’ll see if there’s a phone around here.  Maybe in the kitchen or hallway.  In this black hole, Farmer Bob must have a line to the outside world.”

Sarah grabbed Johnny’s arm. “I’ll go with you.”

Kelsey’s eyes moved from Ben’s boots, to the floor and back to the boots. “I think I’ll go with you guys.  Ben? Jared?”

Ben closed his eyes. Jared shook his head. “I’m going to chill right here. No pun intended, of course.” 

Johnny, Sarah, and Kelsey circled through the living room, past an opening for a hallway, and into the dining room.  Their footsteps on the hardwood floor were tiny things, whispers in a monstrous cave’s mouth.  When they walked on the rug in the living room, they didn’t make a sound. A large wooden block table with a set of four chairs sat in the middle of the dining room.  The table top, a dark, polished walnut finish, was clean. A point of light from the window reflected in the middle. Kelsey walked to the table and rubbed a fingertip across the surface. Her skin squeaked against the wood. 

Johnny joined her at the side of the table. “Farmer Bob sure keeps this place clean, doesn’t he?  Kind of a funny house—not as big on the inside as I expected. I guess it does have the third floor windows.  Maybe somebody bound and gagged—”

“Stop it, Johnny.  You’re starting to sound a little like Ben,” Sarah said. “Creepy-deepy Ben.”

“You invited him on this trip.” Johnny leaned over one of the chairs. “I didn’t.”

Sarah shot Kelsey a glare. “Kels opened her big mouth and Ben asked if he could go.  What was I going to say?”

“No.”  Johnny smiled. “Fifth wheel and all.”

“He paid for a fifth of the cabin and bought us a lot of booze.” Sarah twirled a finger through a strand of hair. “That part wasn’t so bad.”

Kelsey’s chest tightened.  For a moment, she couldn’t catch her breath.  She fell back against the table and touched her neck with one hand.

“What’s wrong?” Johnny asked. 

Kelsey shook her head. “Nothing. Nothing’s wrong.  I just felt sort of, weird. Like asthma when I was a little girl.  It’s nothing really. Just a little adrenaline from the wreck.  I’m just feeling a little shaken.” She didn’t want to mention the cave, how she’d gotten lost on a tour as a girl and left in pure darkness. She didn’t want to mention how she’d just felt a twinge of the same, all-encompassing fear. 

Sarah rolled her eyes and mouthed the word “drama” toward Kelsey.  

“Let’s get out, then.  All of us.” Johnny strode across the room and through a small archway. “Bingo.”

Kelsey closed her eyes against the harsh daggers in Sarah’s icy blue stare. It was Johnny. Kelsey knew it as sure as she knew her name. Jared was a great guy, a solid friend, but they both wanted Johnny and Sarah sharpened her knives. Kelsey chewed her lip and shifted away.  

“Let’s see what he found,” Sarah said. She turned and ducked through the archway without another glance at Kelsey.

Johnny stood in the middle of a bright kitchen with an avocado green phone receiver in one hand. A looping phone cord, matching the phone’s green, dangled to the floor. Johnny’s face was turned down in a frown. 

“What?” Sarah asked. 

“Dead.”

Kelsey felt a shiver at the word as though Johnny’s voice had become an ice block and rubbed over her back.  “Dead?”

“Dead-dead. No signal. No buzz. No nothing.”  Johnny waved the receiver toward the windows, a solid bank of which filled the wall behind the kitchen sink and between the cabinets.  Yellow and white gingham curtains hung open revealing a blinding field of snow and small shed behind the house. The cabinets had been painted white with yellow highlights to match the curtains. “Must be the snow.”

“But the house has power,” Sarah said. “If the power—”

“It doesn’t work that way, Sarah.  Electricity and phone are on separate lines. I figured most phone lines were buried out here, though.”  Johnny dropped the receiver on its wall cradle.  Plastic clicked against plastic. “We better get back to the others and figure out what the hell we’re going to do.”

Kelsey started back through the archway, but paused. “Couldn’t we go the other way?”

“What do you mean?” Sarah asked. 

“Well, we passed the stairwell when we came in, walked through the couch room—the parlor, past the one hallway, and through the dining room.  Another living room or parlor or whatever should be the other way.  Just on the other side of the wall.”

Johnny shrugged. “Makes sense.  But there’s only the one entrance to the kitchen. Not to mention the screwy décor for a house—or inn or whatever—of this age. Avocado green is so ‘70s.” He gestured to the phone. 

“When I see him, I’ll tell Farmer Bob you don’t approve,” Sarah said.  “Let’s just go, okay?”

“I thought Farmer Bob was creepy-deepy Ben’s name for our dear host.”

Sarah scowled at Kelsey and walked through the arch.  The three returned they way they’d come, passing the massive table, the small hallway and into the room with a couch and two chairs, the parlor to the right of the big staircase. Ben was on the couch, feet still propped high. He’d folded his hands behind his head and appeared to be sleeping. 

“Where’s Jared?” Johnny asked.

Ben’s eyes flickered open.  “Huh?”

Sarah sat on the edge of a chair with her back arched as though she wasn’t comfortable coming in contact with the house in any way. “Jared.  Where is he?  He was with you, in here, when we went on the phone hunt.”

The tightening came back to Kelsey, pressing against her lungs from all sides. She felt a tingling, hot braid of nerves climb her back and flush her face.  She looked from Ben to Sarah and Johnny. The chandelier flickered, darkening the room. But it hadn’t actually flickered, had it? Her eyes tricked her, of course... 

“Dunno,” Ben said.  “I guess he just went exploring.” 

“Exploring? Here?” Sarah scooted closer to the chair’s edge. “What the hell for?”

“Architecture.  Jared’s major, Sarah.  Maybe he’s been inspired by this place.  Weren’t you just saying something about the kitchen?”

Sarah glanced toward Kelsey. “That was Kels.”

Ben stood from the couch, stretching for the ceiling. “How big do you think this place is, anyway?  I mean, from the outside, it looked massive. Like an old castle even, all that limestone around the foundation.”

“It could have been an inn or hotel, I guess.” Johnny shook his head. “I don’t know. But we should find Jared.”  He walked to the stairs and cupped a hand against his face. “Jared?”

“What made you Captain Responsibility all of a sudden?  I’m sure Jared’s around here somewhere.”

Jared’s gone. The thought came to Kelsey as her breath came back to her lungs. She leaned against a wall, trying to steady her wobbly nerves. Jared’s gone, and he won’t be coming back. She shook her head, trying to dislodge the unwelcome thought, but its roots had grown deep quickly.  

“And we need to find him.”  Johnny pointed at Ben. “We can split up and stick together. I’ll take upstairs with—”

“Wait. Whoa.  Slow down there, Johnny.” Ben waved his hands. “Who appointed you Fred of this Scooby Doo crew?”

Johnny’s hand clamped on the stair railing. His knuckles began to whiten.  “Just bad vibes about this place.”  He peeled his hand away from the rail and looked at it. “Just bad vibes.”

Kelsey rubbed her shoulders. “I felt it when we came in.  I feel it now.  Maybe it’s just because of the wreck. I don’t know. But I don’t like it here. It’s too clean. It’s too—”

Wood groaned from the floor above them and caught Kelsey’s words in her mouth and sprinkled her with a wave of chills. 

“That’s probably our intrepid architect now.” Ben smiled. “I’ll go and check.”

“We don’t go alone.” Johnny glanced at Kelsey and then his eyes rested on Sarah. 

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll go with you Benny-boy.” She glared at Kelsey as she crossed the room. 

The two vanished up the stairs into the second floor’s darkness.  Johnny stood with his back turned to Sarah for a moment, a long moment in which the chill left her and she began thinking about Johnny—his broad shoulders and lean, stone-chiseled face.  Was it wrong to hope Johnny might come around, might choose her?  He’d broken up with Sarah two months ago, making the ski trip awkward—a reason, even a small one—to be thankful for Ben being the fifth wheel.  Still, she had hoped Jared and Sarah might hit it off, couple up, and leave Johnny for her.  She looked up, caught Johnny’s eyes, and felt a warm rush in her cheeks. 

“Why didn’t you go with Ben?” she asked.

“Ben?  Sometimes I really hate that bastard. I didn’t want to punch him. I mean, how the hell can the guy fall asleep after hitting the ditch?”

“He was asleep before hitting the ditch,” Sarah said. 

Johnny nodded. “True.  Besides, I didn’t want to leave any of the women alone.”

Kelsey crossed her arms. Now wasn’t the time to show her hand. “How chivalrous.” 

“Don’t go all feminista on me.” Johnny shrugged. “We don’t even know who lives here—hell, Farmer Bob could be asleep upstairs.  Maybe he’s an ax murderer. This damn house must be at least four or five thousand square feet. Three stories and a basement by the looks of the foundation. Huge. Maybe he is asleep upstairs. Maybe he knows we’re here, and the old guy’s watching.”

Kelsey shivered. “Stop playing. You’re giving me the creepy-crawlies. Why do you call him an old guy, anyway?”

“Just a feeling.”

“Yeah. Me too.  The feeling.” Kelsey rubbed her arms. The air had dropped a few degrees, but there wasn’t a draft. If anything the room was dead. “Maybe it’s the jitters after the accident, but I don’t like this place.”

“Definitely has a vibe.” Johnny moved closer to Kelsey. His blue eyes locked onto hers. He held out a hand. “We won’t be here long.”

She hesitated, her breath catching in her throat, and then took his hand. The skin was cool and ruff, not warm like she’d expected. Maybe it was the room. Maybe the chill was in the house itself. “We should look, too.” 

Johnny turned toward the hallway. “The basement, wherever it is?”

“I don’t want to, but—”

The scream stopped Kelsey’s words before they left her mouth. Sarah’s scream. Kelsey didn’t think again until she was, following Johnny, halfway up the stairs. They rounded the landing, hurtled the final flight, spilling into the darkened second story hallway.  Dim, yellowish light filtered from a window at one end. Down the other direction, a black figure waved. 

“Down here!” Ben called.

Kelsey’s eyes adjusted to the darkened hallway, but she couldn’t see Sarah. Johnny trotted in front. He didn’t seem to be afraid—not like she was. Why was her heart rattling in her chest?  Why did she feel like she couldn’t breathe? Ben moved back, further into the hallway. Johnny stepped through the doorway to which Ben had been pointing.  He wheeled and tried to grab Kelsey, but too late. 

She gasped. “Oh my God.”  Her hands covered her mouth, but she couldn’t shut her eyes. 

A man lay in a half-filled bathtub. His near-white hair clung close to his pinkish scalp, but was not wet. Although his hair showed old age’s silver-grey, the lack of lines on his face told a much younger story. His dead eyes stared at them, almost as though he’d been watching the door when he died. Almost as though he’d been waiting for them. In his left hand, draped as it was over the tub’s edge, he held a knife, the folding type which held utility blades used in construction.  Thick gashes marred both wrists, a disordered criss-crossing of cuts. His right arm stretched along the far edge of the tub and wore a slash from the base of his hand to mid forearm. The cuts on the left were much smaller. 

Sarah whimpered from the corner.  Johnny stepped inside and pulled her to him, pressing her face against his chest. “There’s no blood,” she muttered.

“Bullshit,” Ben said. He’d closed in behind Kelsey, blocking the door.

Sarah pushed away from Johnny’s chest and glared at Ben. Her voice became firm, almost angry. “No blood. There’s no God-damned blood.”

Kelsey’s body turned to ice as she hunted—but didn’t find—a single drop.  The few inches of bathwater in the tub were clear despite the old man being fully clothed.  The linoleum floor reflected a small, sunny patch from the window but was otherwise unmarred. 

“No blood at all.” 

 

 




Part 1: The Cast
 




Chapter 1: Kelsey
 

 

Kelsey hated the club. 

She hated the noise, the sweat-slicked men bumping and grabbing and oozing all over her. She hated the way the throbbing beat worked into her brain, and how she woke the morning after a dancing with the beat still pounding in her blood. She knew these were things a fit, attractive, twenty-seven-year-old woman was supposed to like. 

But she didn’t. 

She went to Tremors with Brit and Caitlin because she didn’t want to be alone, not after the dreams came back. Jared had haunted her dreams for the past week, Jared and the dead man with no blood. Even during waking hours, if Kelsey closed her eyes, the puckered-white flesh of the dead man’s gashes blinked in her memory. It haunted her more than the wreck, but Jared’s disappearance and the dull ached it caused weighed more than the dead man. 

Nearly five years later, and the dreams were as bad as they’d ever been. 

Even though she hated it, the club banished demons better than graduate studies ever had—much better than Human Lifespan Development or Principles of Testing and Measurement. A PhD in psychology seemed rather meaningless after what happened in the house. The world felt rather purposeless after Jared vanished without a trace. 

“Hey, Kels? Where are you?” Brit asked. She’d been Kelsey’s friend since high school and still wore her dark hair past shoulder length. Kelsey had always thought of Brit—short for Brittany—as pretty, but in a vaguely Eastern European and mysterious way. 

“Sorry,” Kelsey said. “Sorry… Just thinking.”

Brit flashed her news-desk-perfect teeth. “You need more booze, girlie.” She pushed a plastic cup filled with bright green liquid across the table. “This isn’t the time for thinking. It’s the time for drinking and getting stupid.”

Kelsey looked at the cup. The drink, whatever it was, glowed like radioactive Kool-Aid in a bad science fiction movie. Her eyebrows rose. 

“Chill out. It’s a Midori Sour. Tastes like a Jolly Rancher but numbs the worry center.” Brit’s forefinger tapped her temple. “You’ve got way too much on your brain, sweetie. I don’t know why you’d want to stuff your pretty little head with all that psychobabble anyway.”  

“It’s not that.”

Brit nodded. “Right.” 

She shook her hair, and long black strands flopped over her shoulders. Her eyes—almost as dark as her hair—drilled through bone, mining Kelsey’s secret thoughts. At least Kelsey felt she was. They’d been friends for a long time, true, but Brit hadn’t gone on the ski trip. Brit hadn’t clutched the door handle in Johnny’s SUV while the vehicle spun out of control and landed in a ditch. She hadn’t felt the brutal, numbing cold from the snow, the endless white blanket which plagued them to the porch, which forced them inside. She wasn’t the one to find the dead man, wrists splayed open in his bathtub. She didn’t lose Jared. 

“Earth to Kelsey. I’ve lost you again. Go on and take a drink.”

Kelsey touched the cold plastic cup.  She brought it to her lips and took a drink. The alcohol was cool and sweet and sour as it washed over her tongue.  It warmed her chest as it slid down her throat. Maybe she did need to loosen up and get, as Brit so eloquently said, stupid. Maybe she needed to bury the past and try and forget Jared, forget the house, and forget the dead man. Just dreams… Dreams and bad memories. She closed her eyes and took another sip. It did taste a bit like a Jolly Rancher.

“Watermelon,” Kelsey said.

“You like?”

Kelsey smiled. “I like.  Let’s dance.”

Bodies shook and cavorted on the dance floor, all awash with flashing lights.  Throbbing music—a pop tune with relentless, pounding beat—swayed arms and legs in unison. Kelsey followed Brit to an empty corner, and both joined the frenzy. Kelsey’s eyes roved the crowd. Even at twenty-seven, she was toward the upper age limit at Tremors. Some faces looked like children—a few might have been students from the abnormal psychology lecture for which she was the teaching assistant.  

Three men—boys, Kelsey thought—in matching silver silk shirts made their way through the crowded dance floor. Each carried a plastic cup and faux-danced so as not to spill. Sweat slicked their faces so each sparkled under the bright, flickering lights. Kelsey watched them as she shuffled her feet. Some malaise and inhibition sloughed from her skin as she let the beat take her body. She hated the club, but Brit was right about one thing. She needed to let loose, get stupid. She hated the club, but dancing felt good.

She leaned close to Brit. “Those three are on the move.  I think they’re looking for wounded members of the herd.”

Brit laughed. “The lead is cute. Kind of. But his nose.” She scowled and shook her head so her hair spun from side to side.

“It’s huge,” Kelsey said.

“You know what they say about boys with big noses.” Brit ran her hands down her body, rolling her eyes in mock ecstasy.

As they both laughed, Caitlin, the shortest of the three, joined them. Kelsey felt Caitlin had the best body, busty but lithe with just enough ass to shake.  Her blue eyes were monstrous, near Anime size, and hair in dirty blonde ropes offered a sweet, innocent disguise. Caitlin was always happy and Kelsey a little jealous.

“I thought I’d lost you two.” 

The music shifted. The three silver-shirted boys danced toward them.

“I’m taking a break,” Kelsey said. 

“Me too. I need another drink.” Brit grabbed Caitlin by the wrist. 

“What?” Caitlin’s alcohol-slick eyes were on the boys in silver. 

“We don’t want to lose you to the wolf pack.”

The three friends skirted to the crowded dance floor’s edge. Caitlin craned her neck to watch the boys in silver. Kelsey fell into her chair, suddenly feeling very tired. 

“You two want anything? Another Midori Sour?”

Kelsey shook her head. “I’m good, thanks.”

“I could use another screwdriver.” Caitlin held out her half-empty glass. “Pretty please.”

Brit rolled her eyes and headed for the bar. 

Caitlin pulled her glass to her lips. Kelsey grabbed her forearm before she took a drink.

“You don’t want to do that.”

“I don’t?” Caitlin pouted. “Why not?”

“You left it at the table. Anybody could have slipped something in there.”

“Oh my God.” Caitlin snorted. “You are such a mother, Kels.  Lighten up.” Caitlin pulled her arm away, and a little liquid sloshed from the glass as the lights went out over the table.

“We hoped you ladies would have stayed on the dance floor.”

It was the nose, the leader of the silver-shirted wolf pack. His buddies grinned at either shoulder. Up close, his nose was big, ridiculously big, and Kelsey couldn’t stifle a giggle when she remembered what Brit suggested about boys with big noses. Big noses mean big…

“Some of us would have,” Caitlin said. She wrapped her tongue around the tiny black straw in her glass. 

Kelsey rolled her eyes.  She let her gaze stray across the room and fall on a tall man near the entrance. A flare burst in her memory. Johnny.  She hadn’t seen him in almost five years, not since graduation, but it was him. His tall, cut features gave him away. Several years hadn’t changed anything about his face, his sleek, angular cheekbones and firm chin. Kelsey could almost feel his blue eyes, even across a dim club filled with people. He wasn’t dancing, just standing near the wall, almost like he was waiting for someone. Maybe looking for someone. Kelsey’s stomach knotted. 

“…and our unit ships out at month’s end.”

Kelsey snapped back to her immediate vicinity. “What? Are you trying that old line?  C’mon, boys. Really?”

Big nose blinked hard at the word boys. 

Caitlin kicked Kelsey’s leg under the table. 

“Whatever.” Big Nose frowned. “I can see you’re not interested.  We were talking to your friend.”

Brit returned balancing three drinks in her hands. She read the look on Kelsey’s face. “Looks like I’m missing the party.”

Kelsey glanced at Johnny again. The dance floor lights flashed red and blue and white. “I was just leaving.” She climbed from her chair. Big Nose looked her up and down as she stood, and the two baboons at his shoulders did the same. She hated feeling dirty when a greasy boy eyed her like a cut of meat. She wanted a shower, to clean off the slime he’d heaped on her. 

“Not bad,” he said. 

Kelsey’s fingers curled into a fist at her side. “Fuck off.” She started to walk away. 

He grabbed her wrist. “You wish, honey.”

Kelsey yanked her arm from his grasp. The flight across the club blurred in her head along with the music’s pound and her feet against the floor. She heard Brit’s voice bark her name twice, “Kels—Kels.” Shapes shifted and contorted, silhouettes of people, cardboard cutouts.  Her head spun.  By the time she worked her way across the room, Johnny was gone.




Chapter 2: Sarah
 

 

Sarah knitted her fingers together in her lap. She squeezed them until the knuckles turned white and let the blood flow back again. She’d had three previous sessions with Kim, her therapist, but never felt this uncomfortable.  This nervous.  She felt as though something lurked in the room, waiting for her. Watching.  

“Something’s on your mind, Sarah?” Kim asked. Her face was round and kind with deep-set brown eyes.  Kim’s face was friendly—the face of an aunt Sarah wished she had.

Sarah shrugged. “Just tired, I guess.”

“Tired?”

Sarah nibbled her lip and forced her fingers apart. The office air conditioning hummed to a stop. She pressed her hands against her knees to still them. “Tired, yeah.  I’ve been working weird hours. Open one day, close the next. Just sort of throws me off.”

“I see.”

Without the air conditioning, the room was too quiet.  Sarah was aware of her breath and Kim’s pencil scratching against the small, yellow notepad she always held. “It’s not that I dislike the job or anything.” Sarah shifted in her chair. “I mean I don’t see myself in retail forever, but who does?”

Kim nodded.

Sarah always felt like she had to make something up, conjure a safe story to fill the tiny office. She talked about work or television shows or music—anything to stay away from eating and how she’d starved herself into the hospital. She would talk about anything which would keep her away from the big hurt hidden behind her bulimia, the scar tissue left behind after she’d split with Johnny and stumbled into that awful house.  Her gaze roved to a poster featuring Maya Angelou with a few lines of the poem “Phenomenal Woman”. 

“It’s just been hard to sleep lately,” Sarah said.

“I see.”

“I’m not sleeping enough to dream, really.” Sarah said it—she said the word dream. Her heart swelled, choking off her breath. 

“So you haven’t been dreaming?” Kim asked.

“No. Not really. I wake up two, maybe three times a night. I can’t seem to get a steady rhythm. Maybe it’s work, like I said. My schedule is all wonky.”  Sarah pulled at her blouse’s hem and felt the stitch between fingertips.  The air conditioning clicked on, followed by the airy hum from the vent. 

Kim scribbled on her notepad. 

“Not like I used to.” As soon as Sarah said the words, she knew it was a mistake. She’d let down her guard, dropped her armor.

Kim’s eyebrows rose. She leaned forward. “When did you stop remembering your dreams?”

“Years ago.”

“Before your eating struggles?”

Sarah felt “eating struggles” sounded so lame, so weak, like what she’d been through with bulimia was a spot of trouble, no big deal, nothing a stronger woman could have managed. She nibbled her lip. 

“Sarah?”

 “Yes.  Before I started… You know.” She couldn’t say the word. She couldn’t bring herself to the truth of what she’d done, what she’d experienced. After the house, after the dead man and Jared and the questions and police—after everything, she hadn’t been able to look at herself in the mirror properly. Her eyes had lied to her, told her ugly stories about her body. She couldn’t say the word bulimia. She couldn’t force her tongue to form the words binge and purge. 

“I see,” Kim said.

Sarah shivered. “What’s to tell? I used to dream, just like anybody. Crazy stuff like lining up for a race but I was naked. Getting married but when I woke I realized the guy was my brother. Crazy stuff like that. But then Johnny and I—” She broke off, aware she’d crossed another line, a sizable leap too far. Kim didn’t know about Johnny. “I broke up with my boyfriend. Maybe that’s all.”

“I don’t think you’ve mentioned Johnny before.” 

Sarah shook her head. “I haven’t. I thought I was over him.”

Kim’s eyes pointed toward the wall clock and shifted back to Sarah. “What can you tell me about him?” 

“What do you want to know?” Sarah ran a finger along the chair’s upholstery. 

Kim smiled. 

“All right. Okay. We dated in college. He was an English lit major, handsome.  Funny, too. I thought, well I guess I thought maybe we’d get married one day. I thought he was the one. But then things tanked. It’s funny because we never really argued. Maybe that was the problem. Maybe people need to disagree.”

“Disagreements can be healthy,” Kim said. 

“Yeah. I suppose.” Sarah glanced toward Kim’s second story window.  Clouds and blue sky, pale and flat and bright, filled the rectangular opening.  “I suppose I needed to assert myself.” She was fishing, trawling for a response from Kim. 

“The dreams stopped after the breakup?”

Sarah looked down at her hands. They rested on her pant legs, but her fingers bunched her slacks into pinched clumps. She let out a slow breath and relaxed her hands. “The dreams stopped after the breakup,” she said. Kim would spot the lie.  Kim always saw through Sarah’s lies like they were made just for her, little tests which didn’t challenge the therapist’s skills. It wasn’t the breakup—not the breakup by itself. 

Kim’s pen moved, scratching on her notepad.  Little scribbles. Sarah lied to me today. Sarah chewed her fingernails, watching the pen until it wobbled to a stop.

“On a scale of one to ten, ten being very influential and one being it had nothing to do with your eating struggles, how would you rank your breakup with Johnny?”

Sarah pulled her fingers away from her mouth. She’d slipped the lie past Kim.  Zip. “I don’t know… Maybe a five.”

                “Five is right in the middle.”

Sarah squirmed. “A seven then.”

“Seven.” Kim spoke as though the world was wrapped in that one word. Her gaze shifted to the clock again.  “It’s about time for our session to come to a close.  Is there anything else you would like to share with me?”

The house. Jared. The dead man. 

“No,” Sarah said. “Just Johnny.  I was pretty naïve back then.  Pretty silly to think we were going to get married, my first serious boyfriend after high school.”  

“It’s a common belief.  I’d like you to try something in your journal this week.  I’d like you to write about your thoughts after the breakup. I’d like you to explore where you were after the relationship ended. Can you do that?”

Sarah nodded.

“If it’s too much—”

“No. That’s not it. Five years is a long time.  That’s all. I’ll do what I can.”

“Of course.  You’re a brave young woman, Sarah.”

“I don’t feel brave. I feel like a little kid, someone whose been caught doing something wrong.” Sarah felt for her purse below the chair and wrapped her fingers around the leather strap. 

“Have you? Done anything wrong, that is.”

Sarah clutched the strap. Her head started to wobble back and forth.  “No.  No, I haven’t done anything wrong.”  She rose from the chair.  Her legs felt stiff and cramped. An hour was a long time to sit. 

“Next week, same time?” Kim smiled. 

“Maybe… Maybe two weeks.” Sarah didn’t want to talk money with Kim, but insurance hadn’t covered as much as she hoped. 

Kim nodded. “Sure, Sarah. We can make it two weeks. But be here on time, okay?”

“Of course.”

 

~

 

Outside under the blue sky, Sarah floated along the sidewalk. Her heart throbbed like a fist against her ribs—genuine excitement. She’d managed to escape Kim’s office with one solid lie intact; she’d managed to avoid any talk of the house, even though it was there, festering under the surface of her relationship with Johnny. They’d just broken up before the ski trip, hadn’t they?  And Kelsey had that foolish idea to bring Jared along. 

Like Jared could ever replace Johnny.

A smiled crept across Sarah’s lips as she thought of Johnny’s eyes, bluer than the sky.

                




Chapter 3: Johnny
 

 

Johnny wanted to shake the last two letters of his name, but he never quite found the opportunity. Everyone he knew called him Johnny, like a motorcycle tough from a ‘50s movie, and the name had burned its way into his brain. In the Army he was known as Corporal Gilbert or simply Gilbert, as last names ruled the military order. The Army was behind him, now, ground under a medical discharge. His real red badge of courage lay on the inside, though. 

Hidden.

Back in Manhattan for the first time in years, he’d gone to the club like a moth drawn to a flame, but the flame felt cold and hollow. How many nights had he spent there in undergrad? He left without having a single drink, burning the five dollar cover charge in fifteen minutes. He drove around once-familiar streets for a good hour before deciding to head for the hotel.

On the way, he steered his sunflower yellow Dodge Charger into the Shop Quick’s parking lot. The bright lights within spilled from the broad plate-glass windows onto the sidewalk. Johnny blinked. Fatigue weighed on his arms and legs, but he didn’t want sleep. Not yet. 

Sleep brought dreams, and Johnny suffered enough dreams since his discharge.  

He climbed from the car, stepped inside the store, and headed for the beverage coolers.  The clerk, a thin man with acne-scarred cheeks and dark hair in limp curtains, nodded as he passed. The air inside the store was crisp and too cold, even for a hot summer night. It was cold designed to keep away loiterers, an uncomfortable cold. The convenience store smelled of bleach, old beer, and grease—all subtle smells buried under the cold air. Johnny stared at the glass cooler door. Bright metallic cans stared back at him, so-called energy drinks with names like Monster and Red Bull. He yawned. One can would get him to dawn, and then what?  He would have to sleep sometime.  

To sleep, perchance to dream. To dream and confront the nightmares.

The front door opened behind him. Johnny glanced over a shoulder. A man in a dark denim coat stood inside the entrance. Johnny steered his attention back to the cooler, but shifted to the bottled water and fruit juice. Maybe a fruit punch would be a better choice—a quick sugar rush and then off to slumber-land. He opened and door. A blast of arctic air raised the hairs on his arm, and he grabbed a plastic Hawaiian Punch bottle.  

“All right man. See this?” 

Johnny turned toward the gruff cold voice. The man in dark denim held a gun toward the cashier. Johnny’s blood turned to ice. His stomach solidified, now a mass of smooth granite. The gunman hadn’t seen him.  He closed the cooler door and crouched behind the nearest end cap. 

“I want everything you’ve got.” 

Johnny closed his eyes. He could’ve stayed there, hidden. Let the man in dark denim take what he could and flee. Nobody needed him to be a hero. He wasn’t in the Army anymore. This wasn’t a village in Kandahar with gunmen in street clothes. This wasn’t a dusty town square with his buddy Richie Manning torn open and bleeding from a booby-trap explosion. This was Manhattan. This was the middle of the United States of America. Country music spilled from the speakers, not the staccato punch from assault rifle fire. Johnny’s fingers twitched. The sweat cooled on his palms. The gunman continued to talk, but Johnny’s ears heard words as muffled barks.

He began to move without thinking, creeping around the ends of two more aisles until he found himself well behind where the man with the gun was standing.  During the entire walk down that aisle, Johnny’s heart thawed and began to beat in machined-gun timing against his ribs. He didn’t need to be the hero. He could just wait, be sensible. He didn’t need to be a hero.

But seeing the gun stirred and angered him. It found the shrapnel embedded in his hip and the broken memories in his skull. Violence shouldn’t spread so deep, not in the heart of the United States. Not in Manhattan.  The decision came without much regard to consequence. It wasn’t even a decision. With the gunman’s back before him, Johnny sprinted. He dashed toward the dark figure like a linebacker zeroing on the ball carrier. The entire event from the moment the man in dark denim entered the store stretched for less than a minute. For Johnny, the seconds slowed until he could feel the tick of the clock like earthquake aftershocks through his bones. His feet pounded the floor. The clock ticked. His feet hit again. The clock. His feet. 

There was a denim blur, a shouted curse, and the roar of the gun.

The gunman had turned too late to catch Johnny in the chest. The bullet grazed Johnny’s left arm. It burned like when Johnny was six and his cousin had tried to brand him with the fireplace poker. Johnny shifted at the last millisecond, sending his right shoulder into the gunman’s chest. They crumpled to the floor like paper dolls. The gun struck tile with a clatter. It skidded away, toward a pyramid of Budweiser cases under a big sign which read Welcome Back Students. Blood pulsed from the tear in Johnny’s shoulder.  The gunman scrambled from underneath him. He ripped open the door and ran. 

“The gun,” Johnny said. He clamped his right hand over the wound. Warm, wet, and sticky blood oozed between his fingers. “Get the gun and call the cops.”




Chapter 4: Reunion
 

 

Up before dawn, Kelsey stole her neighbor’s paper for a quick headline-scan before showering and heading to her first class. The Mercury had become thinner in recent months, shrunk to a paltry ten pages as the newspaper hacked and slashed to maintain a thin profit margin. The world was online, digital, and instant, but Kelsey liked newsprint’s feel in her hands.

She slid it from the plastic sleeve, flipped it over, and found Johnny Gilbert’s picture staring at her in black and white. The headline read Local Soldier Stops Gas Station Gunman. Kelsey froze for a moment. Upon thawing, she glanced at her neighbor’s front door, insuring she wasn’t being watched. She flipped open the paper and devoured the article. 

Johnny. Shot. He was in the hospital. 

She tossed the paper to the ground without bothering to slip it back into the plastic.  The article verified what she believed from the night before: Johnny was back. He must have gone to the convenience store after leaving Tremors. The last she knew, he had been stationed in Afghanistan for a year. Rumors circulated on Facebook he’d saved a platoon member under fire and had been nominated for a medal, but she lost track. School had buried her, and now, staring at her 7:30 am class, Kelsey mulled skipping for the first time since undergrad. 

 

~

 

Mercy Hospital was like any in a large town, sprawling and clean but without the crushing anonymity of a medical center in a larger city. Kelsey recognized the young woman with red hair and blue-rimmed glasses at the information desk as a student who had taken her Principles of Learning recitation two semesters ago. 

“Can I help you?” 

Kelsey pressed her hands to her sides. “Yes. I’m looking for a man named John Gilbert. He was… He is an old friend. I read about him in the paper.” She felt stupid after saying the last part; of course she read about him in the paper. 

“Our resident hero.” The woman smiled. “He’s up on third floor. Room 323.” She looked at the large clock on the wall. “Visiting hours don’t start until eight.”

“I’ll wait.”

“Suit yourself.  Third floor 323.  There’s a little lobby up there or the cafeteria’s open if you want some breakfast.”  

“Thanks,” Kelsey said, turning away from the desk.

“Don’t I know you?”

Kelsey paused. “Did you take Psych 470 last fall?  Principles of Learning?”

“You were the GTA. That’s right. Hey, if you head down to the cafeteria, skip the eggs.  They’re powdered.”

“Thanks for the tip.”  Kelsey turned and rounded the corner toward the elevators. She had no intention of eating anything in a hospital cafeteria, let alone powdered eggs. The morning sun filtered through a bank of high windows, and its reflection glared on the white hospital tile’s high gloss shine. Hospitals were always so white and so clean—an almost ironic contrast with the sickness, blood, and death tucked away in the hive-like rooms. Kelsey shuddered at the thought as she pressed the up arrow at the elevator. 

The third floor was quiet with hallways stretching in a V-shape.  She peered down both and spotted the nurses’ station to her left. The right hallway was in semi-darkness.  A small waiting room—a few couches with end tables and stacks of magazines—was next to the elevator. Kelsey found a guide with room numbers on the wall; 323 would be to her right. Her heart gave a solid, rib-shaking beat. With a quick glance toward the nurses’ station, Kelsey started for Johnny’s room, her eyes and ears pricked for any sound—an orderly or nurse—stirring.  Finding Johnny’s door, she slipped inside. 

“Kels?”

Sarah Mansfield rose from a chair next to Johnny’s bed. She swept a blonde strand over her shoulder as she did so.  She was still thin, always so thin and athletic-looking. Kelsey bristled as a cold wave washed over her. 

“S-Sarah?  I didn’t know you’d—”

“Me either.” 

Johnny tilted his head toward Kelsey and smiled. “I see you two have met.”

Sarah patted his arm.

“Oh—that’s right,” he said, his voice dripping with strained sarcasm, “you used to be roommates in a former life.  I almost forgot. How could I forget?” He shifted in the bed and winced with the effort. 

Kelsey narrowed her eyes. “How did you get in here?” She asked Sarah. 

“Oh, Kels—Manhattan is still a small town, despite the big box stores and your precious university. I told the nurse I was his fiancé.  Worked like a charm. I could ask you the same question.” 

Kelsey shook her head. Her stomach collected the cold from her momentary shiver and pressed it into an ice ball. Fiancé?

“Ladies, I appreciate your ninja-like skills.  Really—I’m just glad to have some company. The nurses—small town or not—are surly as hell. I thought one might have been my drill sergeant in disguise. The food last night sucked. Some kind of flavorless meat patty, canned corn, and a hockey-puck brownie.   Maybe you two could smuggle in something decent—a burger from the Hibachi Hut maybe.” 

“Sorry sweetie,” Sarah said. “Hibachi Hut closed last spring. A Buffalo Wild Wings moved into its building.”

Johnny groaned. “Now that hurts. I used to love those huge burgers, the half-pounders.  What did they call them?”

“Wasn’t it the Mauna Loa?” Kelsey offered.

“No.  That was the one with the hot sauce.” Sarah frowned. “I can’t remember the half-pounder. It’s only been a year… We used to eat there all the time.”

Johnny closed his eyes and dropped his head to the pillow.  The two women exchanged a look. Kelsey hadn’t seen Sarah since Sarah dropped out their senior year.  One semester until graduation, and she just stopped going to school.  They’d fallen out of touch after Sarah started vomiting on command and spent a short stint in the hospital. Johnny—the same man they’d both secretly fought for all those years ago—brought them together again. 

“Everything changes,” Johnny said. He didn’t open his eyes. “I come back, and I hardly recognize the place. Four years isn’t so long.”

“Almost five. Long enough,” Sarah said. “Long enough to miss you. Why haven’t you come to visit us?”

Johnny’s eyes opened, and he titled his head toward Sarah. “Why haven’t I visited?  I don’t know.  The Army ran my life for a while.”

“I almost forgot… So you’re on leave?” Sarah suggested.  

Kelsey imagined a desperate taint in her voice. Still pining for Johnny, but wasn’t she doing the same thing?

“I’m done,” Johnny said. “Discharged.”

“What now?” Kelsey asked. “What are your plans—coming back to Manhattan?”

“I don’t know. I spent most of my leave time driving. It was like I didn’t belong anywhere. Now…”

“Where?” Kelsey asked. “Where did you drive?”

Johnny’s gaze fixed on the hospital room’s ceiling. “Anywhere. The coast mainly. Out west. I bought a Charger, one of those new, slick ones that looks like a muscle-car throwback, and I just drove. You give a twenty-something too much disposable income and a reason to escape… Not to mention a speedometer that tops out at 180.”

Kelsey realized she’d been standing near the door since her surprise at seeing Sarah, so she moved to a chair at the foot of the bed and sat. She’d thought about escape, too. She’d thought about escape every time she woke with a nightmare, almost every night now, almost as though something was coming closer, something big and dark and hungry—something which had devoured Jared without a trace. Being with Sarah and Johnny brought back thoughts of Jared, the memories she’d tried to file away but kept surfacing in her dreams. The last time they were all together, they’d been with Jared. Then the police. The reports. The strange, frantic search. 

“It’s good to see Kelsey still tunes out from time to time.” Johnny smiled. “What’s rattling around in your skull, Kels?”

“Oh. Nothing really. Just thinking about old times. Some of the fun we used to have together in school.  Some of the crazy stuff you and—” She caught herself before saying Jared’s name. 

“Jared.” Sarah said. “Remember when you two stole all those sporks from KFC and stuck them in the lawn by that awful statue by Willard Hall?”

Johnny grinned. “The King of the Sporks. Yeah. Believe it or not, that one was Jared’s idea. He played the quiet type pretty good, but once you got a few beers in him, bye-bye inhibitions.”

The cold came back, radiating from Kelsey’s stomach into her skin, her fingers and toes. It clogged her throat. For a moment, she thought she wouldn’t be able to breathe again. How could they talk about Jared and smile and laugh like he was still with them? Like he wasn’t—missing? The word dead didn’t enter her thoughts, but she understood the reality. No one goes missing for almost five years and miraculously reappears.  

“So.  What made you play the hero last night?” Sarah asked. 

“I don’t know.” Johnny’s eyes tuned out again, losing focus like he was staring through the ceiling. “I just saw the gun and thought, fuck no. I mean… Over there was one thing, but in Manhattan? No.”  He touched his bandaged arm. “I guess I wasn’t thinking. I could have been killed.”

“But you weren’t.” Sarah said. “And I wouldn’t have known you were back if you hadn’t gotten yourself shot. This is fucked up, but I’m glad it happened.” 

“Yeah, that does sound a little fucked up. And I wouldn’t say back. Not exactly. I’m just… Visiting.”

“I saw you last night,” Kelsey said. “At Tremors. I saw you by the door and tried to catch you but you’d gone.”

Johnny nodded. “I don’t know what I was thinking. Tremors was a familiar place with so much change. I just figured… I don’t know.”

“What do you mean visiting?” Sarah asked, shifting the subject. 

Johnny closed his eyes and lay back again. “Meeting somebody. Another blast from the past. I’m sure you two know he’s in town, right?”

“Who?” Kelsey searched Sarah’s face and found the same question.

“Ben.  Ben Wormsley.”

“Ben?  What’s he doing here? I thought he was out in California, rolling in cash.  Venture capital or whatever. What’s he doing in Manhattan?” Kelsey asked. 

“He sent me a letter. I thought maybe one of you might have gotten one, too. Said he has a business proposition for me. He included a number with a few zeroes.”

“What’s a war hero need with a stack of cash?” Sarah asked.

Johnny’s lean face whitened. His gaze disappeared in the ceiling again. “Everybody has bills.”

“Ben Wormsley.” Kelsey’s head wagged back and forth. “I haven’t seen him since—”

“Jared disappeared?” Sarah stood and moved to the window.  They’d been sitting in a dark room, so when she pulled open the shades, morning sun flooded into the room, momentarily blinding. 

“Yeah, well it seems he’s loaded now and wants to share his good fortune. I just happen to need a little good fortune. I can’t say no at the price he’s offered.”

“But what does he want?” Kelsey asked.

A knock sounded at the door before Johnny could answer.  

“Nurse,” a voice said.

“Now I’m in trouble. Caught by the nurse with two women in the room.” Johnny grinned.

 




Chapter 5: Needs
 

 

Kelsey took the stairs later that morning rather than waiting for the single working elevator in Bluemont Hall. She took the stairs because of Sarah—she’d never admit it, of course. Sarah’s thin frame always made her jealous. 

The psychology offices were on the third and fourth floors, her faculty advisor on the fourth, so she was rather winded upon rounding the final flight. The morning visit with Johnny and Sarah—a rather unexpected visit with Sarah—had dredged too many memories from her brain’s sludgy depths. They were dark memories, memories with faces she’d rather forget and a friend she struggled to keep alive, at least in her mind.

Various papers, diagrams, and charts littered the fourth floor walls, each covered with the special, statistical social science vernacular. Kelsey’s contemporaries laid their latest findings on the bulletin boards for recognition and verification. Several studies were underway involving the industrial/organizational department, a unit focused on how best to make workers work harder and more efficiently. Kelsey never had much interest in the effect of paint color on motivation.

She was more interested in fear. 

Her shoes tapped against the polished hallway floor, a floor much like the pristine white tiles from the hospital. In some ways, with its doors and halls and small rooms filled with old, hunched and unhealthy-looking men, the psychology department was more hospital than Mercy Health Center. She found Professor Cohen’s office, 413, and knocked. 

“Come in.” Gregory Cohen’s voice was a heavy thing, not unlike his massive body. His clothing always looked ready to split open, spilling his wormy white flesh onto the floor. Funny this man should advise Kelsey in her quest to complete a dissertation on fear. He frightened her.

“I hope I’m on time,” Kelsey said as she adjusted the strap on her black messenger bag. “I was at the hospital.”

Cohen didn’t look from the paper he held ten inches from his nose. “It wasn’t anything serious, I assume.” 

Kelsey tucked a strand of hair behind one ear. “Oh—the hospital wasn’t for me. It was an old friend. Someone I hadn’t seen in a few years.” 

Cohen grunted and continued reading.

Kelsey never knew what to do when he was engrossed in a paper. The feeling stuck in her chest, like she shouldn’t be there despite their appointment. He had one open chair in the over-stuffed office; piles of paper and books littered the other “guest” chair. Stacks of paper and books dominated the small room’s landscape.  Kelsey wondered on more than one occasion how the old man accomplished anything despite his top-notch reputation as a psychologist expert in living organisms’ physiological response to fear. 

Fear brought them together. Funny to fear a man who helped her study fear…

Cohen laid the papers on the nearest stack, folded his hands in front, and said, “Please have a seat Miss Sullivan.” He always called Kelsey “Miss” as though she was a small girl and not a twenty-seven-year-old woman. Maybe he didn’t consider a woman of twenty-seven a woman. Maybe he thought she was a little girl.  She clutched her bag strap as she slid into the open chair. 

“Thanks,” she said. “I got your message about the change in meeting time.”

“Obviously.” 

Her tongue felt heavy. Something was wrong; Professor Gregory Cohen was being difficult, even for Professor Gregory Cohen. 

“I regret to inform you we’ve lost funding for your research.” He brought his folded hands to his mouth and rested the tented index fingers against his lips.

“M-my research? But we’ve just started the second phase.” Kelsey’s stomach had melted upon hearing the word “regret” and now spilled onto the floor in a thick puddle. Lost funding. “I don’t understand. We already have the rats and most materials. How can funding be an issue?”

Cohen cleared his throat and shifted his massive weight in his chair. “It’s a lab space and the cost of keeping your little friends alive and healthy issue. We have limited room, and well, you already know about the cuts coming down from the state. Most of our animal programs are coming to an end if we can’t secure alternate funding sources.”

Kelsey started to shake her head. “But… But this is a university. We don’t rent space in our own building. Do we? The rats can’t eat that much—I’ll feed them.”

“I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way, Miss Sullivan.  And the cost is very well more than you could afford, I’m afraid.” 

The tears forced their way into Kelsey’s eyes, but she held them back. She wouldn’t cry in front of Gregory Cohen. He watched her, his two beady-black eyes focused on her face like he studied her, like he was searching for a crack, just a crack in her façade. For a moment, she felt like a rat in her own experiment—better yet, a rat in an experiment conducted by Cohen. What will the little girl do, cry her eyes out? She pushed her shoulders back and took a deep breath.  

“I see.” Kelsey forced herself from the chair. She fought the urge to run from the room, instead took three steps, paused at the door, and said, “Thank you, Dr. Cohen.”

“You have until the end of the semester, dear. I don’t want to build your hopes, but if we can find a grant, perhaps your work can continue. Money is scarce everywhere, especially for more esoteric research such as yours, but if you search… Maybe.”

The word “esoteric” sank into Kelsey’s back like a freezer-chilled knife. She nodded and hurried into the hall. She couldn’t hold the tears anymore.

 

~

 

Sarah checked the time on her cell phone and ran the final ten yards from the parking lot to the employee entrance at the back of Hastings, the entertainment store where she worked. Hastings, with its aisles of videos, books, and ever-shrinking music department, felt like a glamorous place to spend her time when she hadn’t been employed there, but since taking the job as a book department lackey, Sarah had learned the truth: Retail sucks. Hard.

As she strode down the aisle tying her store issue apron around her waist, she spotted Debi, the department manager. Debi, a plump woman in her mid-fifties, was leaning on the book information desk and squinting over the top of her bifocals at the store computer. Her eyes shifted to Sarah. 

“Oh, Sarah. No hurry.”

“I’m sorry about being late.  I really—”

“Like I said: no hurry. I tried to call you earlier. Your phone went straight to voice mail. Didn’t you check?”

Sarah shook her head. “Sorry… It was charging.”

“Yeah, well we had a big meeting yesterday. One of the big-big ones with guys from corporate headquarters all the way from Amarillo. Amarillo.” Debi chuckled and pushed her bifocals up her nose.

“How are the suits doing?”

“They’re nervous about the company.  What with the economy, ebooks, iTunes, people aren’t buying as much stuff as they used to. The stock has been dipping—I swear those guys checked their phones every five minutes to see what was up. We’re one of the most profitable stores in the chain, but it seems they want us to be a little more profitable. I think they need to change their business plan if you ask me. Of course nobody did.”

Sarah smoothed her apron’s front. “So?”

“No one is losing a job, Sarah, but we have to cut hours—10% in each department for the next three months. That will take us through the Christmas season.”

“I don’t understand.  How does that help profits?”

Debi shook her head. “It’s funny, isn’t it?  But with less labor, profits look higher.  Profits are higher.  Of course, if you ask me, sales will hurt with fewer associates on the floor helping customers. But nobody did.”

“10%?”

“It would only be four hours a week.”

Sarah nodded.  A cold, hollow feeling filled her chest. Four hours didn’t seem like much, but with struggling to pay her bills already… Four hours would cut around forty dollars from each week. Forty dollars paid for a lot of things: groceries for a week, gas in her car… Kim’s copay. 

“Anyway, I figured you could stay home—go home now since there are two of us. You could just come in this afternoon to cover when I’m on lunch and stay until the end of your shift.”  

Sarah’s head moved up and down. Her body stood at the book information desk, but her mind drifted far away.  

 

~

 

Johnny hadn’t planned on being shot. 

In fact, if such a thing was to happen, he’d expected it during his tour in Afghanistan. 

Leaving the hospital, a different kind of hospital than his last stay, he carried discharge papers and the promise of a bloated bill. There were too many bills in Johnny’s life, too many bills—like holes in some God-forsaken metaphorical dam—and not enough money to plug the holes. The Army wasn’t a cure-all for financial woes after a medical discharge, and trying to get his care straight with the VA was like writing the great American novel with his eyes closed and a pen between his toes. Then the dreams… A cold, empty thing filled Johnny’s veins, a dark thing which he’d kept at bay for the past few months.  

Post-traumatic stress had been the diagnosis. Johnny knew it was something bigger, something older. Each casualty in his unit had worn Jared’s face. How could he have explained it?   Who would have believed such nonsense ?

Johnny took a breath and shielded his eyes against bright sunshine. He’d heard about homeless vets, guys who couldn’t get their shit together after the war, but he wouldn’t become one. He couldn’t. He didn’t want to spend time in the house, he didn’t want the waking nightmares to come back, the horrible visions he held inside, but he couldn’t be one of those vets who lost it. He wouldn’t. 

Ben gave him a chance to clear the slate and climb from debt. He’d take the chance, regardless of consequences. 

 




Chapter 6: Ben
 

 

If Ben Wormsley had changed at all in the past three years, it was to become slicker. His skin, his hair, his eyes—when the designer sunglasses weren’t clamped over them—everything about him shined. Kelsey hadn’t seen him since before she graduated and wasn’t even sure he had graduated. Ben’s strength never lay in the classroom. Rumors held he’d gone to California and stumbled into money.  Kelsey wasn’t interested in rumor; she needed money, and, although the thought getting help from Ben bothered her, her research was too important.

She ran a finger along the edge of a paper drink napkin. “Johnny told me you were in town. Said you were casting for a television show or movie. He said I might want to speak with you.”

“You just might, Kels—if you’re interested in a little business proposition,” Ben said. He smiled at Kelsey across the table, showing a mouth full of teeth one bleaching too white. “I am looking for someone to lend an academic credibility to my little project. A person who could expand my market—a young, attractive graduate student. You. The pay would be the same as the others—one thousand a day with another five guaranteed at week’s end.”

“Twelve thousand?” Kelsey blinked. Ben’s reference to her as a demographic had rankled a little, the way he enunciated attractive made her skin crawl, but the figure he tossed out cooled her nerves.

“Twelve thousand.” Ben grinned and sipped his whiskey sour. “I wish it could be more.”

Images of rats—her rats, her research—ran through a maze in Kelsey’s imagination. Twelve thousand had to be enough to keep her going for another year.  She glanced at her hands and realized she’d been tearing a paper napkin into tiny strips.  Her gaze lifted to Ben. Something about his smile, the too-white teeth, the way he looked at her—something about it all didn’t sit well in her gut, but Kelsey was not in a position to turn down enough money to get her research through another year, regardless of where it came from, was she?

“It seems like a lot of money—I know. Around here, it is. Chump change where I’m living, Kels.  And chump change if my hunch is right.  This little project could bring a hundred times that for everyone, easily. If you’re willing to see it to the conclusion, that is.”

“Each of us?  Who’s in, besides Johnny?” 

“Well, yes, John of course. I’ll be there, overseeing the whole operation. I’ve booked two cameramen and a sound engineer for the week. One ad in the UCLA paper landed a thousand wannabes from which I chose two, a junior named Erin Connolly and senior named Daniel Pinto—he’s a Brazilian student.  They’re window dressing, young fresh faces for the audience.  We’ve picked Daniel because, quite frankly, I’m hoping to market this thing internationally.  South America is an emerging market with big money to be made. That’s the cold, crass side of business, Kels. Anyway, I wanted the old crew together—I figured bringing John here would bring you in. I hope I was right.” He grinned again, a slick, confident smile. 

“Why didn’t you ask me yourself, send me a letter like you’d sent Johnny?”

Ben took another sip. “It’s more fun this way. Besides, Kels, how you feel about me is no big mystery.  How you feel about Johnny isn’t much of a mystery either. His heroic act the other day was just dumb luck.”

She looked away. Calling what happened to Johnny “luck” made her stomach go cold. “So Johnny, two UCLA students, me, and anyone else?” 

“Oh yes. Like I said—I wanted the old crew together.  One missing piece, but I’ve managed to pull her in as well.”

“Sarah,” Kelsey said. 

“Bingo.  You are smart.  Make sure you finish that dissertation so I can call you professor. That will bowl over the test audience.”

“I’m years away.” 

“Stay on target. This thing could go into syndication.  You could build a nice consulting career; maybe even land your own show.  Dr. Phil has made an empire. Maybe you could, too.” 

She rolled her eyes. “I’m not doing that kind of psychology. Besides, what will we be doing for this week? Reality TV? Cameras rolling all along to capture our human foibles and frustrations as you make us play little games for the audience.” Kelsey leaned forward. “I’m not sure I want to be a guinea pig for the stay at home audience. Even for twelve thousand.” She couldn’t believe the words left her mouth. She needed the money. Ben knew she did, somehow. He was holding something back behind the slick smile and well-tanned face.

“You aren’t going to be a guinea pig. I don’t see it that way. Besides, don’t you academic types run tests on rats?”

“Yes,” she said. “I am, anyway. For my dissertation.”

“You’ll have to tell me about your research someday. We’ll have enough time in the house.”

“The house?” A chill began to crawl over Kelsey’s skin.

He watched as he lifted the whiskey sour to his lips a final time, tossed back the last swallow, and set the glass on the table with a heavy thunk. “Yes, Kels. The house.  You know the one?”

Her head began to wag back and forth, a small gesture at first, but growing with intensity as the awful suggestion began to settle into her psyche. She remembered the snow, the cold, the pristine, unnatural interior of a large brick farmhouse in rural Washington County.  She saw the body again in her mind, the dead man lying in a bathtub filled with clear water. The puckered slash marks on his arms came to her as though she was looking on him now, almost five years later. She shivered.

“Yes.  That house. After we left, after the police and the investigation, possession passed to the state. It seems no one could find proper paperwork denoting ownership and no one stepped forward. You realize they never could identify the old man’s body, right?”

“The house…” 

“Funny how little the government will take for unwanted property.  I just happened to be in the right place at the right time.  I snagged it on auction for a pittance.” He pushed his glass to the table’s edge and caught the waitress’s attention. “I’ve been doing that quite a bit lately.” 

“Would you like another?” the waitress asked as she sidled up to the table.  

Ben grinned. “I don’t think so.  We’re about through here.  I’ll just take the check.”

Kelsey’s eyes turned down and found she’d resumed work on the napkin. Tiny shreds littered the table top in front of her. She wouldn’t go back to the house. She couldn’t go back to the house. A week? Was Ben nuts? What could he hope would happen in a week at that awful place? Maybe that was just it—he would have his camera crew and sound man and they’d film her falling apart, all of them falling apart in that awful house. 

“Sarah’s in, Kels. John—Johnny’s in. Can I count you in, too? Or maybe you don’t mind if we go off and play together. Just Johnny, Sarah, and I.”

“And the two from UCLA.”

Ben’s grin flickered. “Right.  And the two from UCLA.”

“I don’t know, Ben.  I don’t think I can.  Studies… My work.”

“We won’t be ready until semester’s end.  Our week would land right after finals.”

She nibbled her lip. 

The waitress returned to the table with a small black tray and receipt. She laid it in front of Ben.

Ben watched her walk away and turned back to Kelsey. “Twelve thousand could go a long way, Kels. I’d even front two grand as a good faith gesture. That would be enough to bring you over, wouldn’t it?”

 In Kelsey’s mind, the dead man opened his eyes. They were brown, deep enough to look like empty black pits. She shook her head. 

“Well the offer stands.” He opened his wallet, placed a credit card in the tray the waitress had left, and fished out a business card. “Please call me when you come to your senses.”




Chapter 7: Decisions
 

 

Kelsey was watching the geese waddle around the pond’s edge in Johnny Kaw Park when Brit found her. She’d been on the bench, watching the birds and mulling through Ben’s offer for almost an hour before she’d called her friend. She needed perspective. She needed the kind of perspective which her father supplied, but he was half a state away and what her mother judiciously called, “not a phone guy.”

“All right dearie, what’s so damn important I had to miss the new Jersey Shore?”

Kelsey cast a sidelong look at Brit. “How can you watch that train wreck?”

“It’s easy. It makes me feel like my life is pretty sane, you know? Don’t worry. This is why they made TIVO.”  Brit sat on the bench. “So give. What’s going on in Kelsey-land?” 

“I told you about my research, right?”

Brit nodded. “This is about the rat project? Thank God. Maybe I can shake some sense into you and you’ll pick something normal to study like paint color and mood or whatever.”

Kelsey frowned. “Something normal?”

“Sorry.  Look—I know you’re attached to those vermin you keep calling ‘research subjects’ like they’re actual human beings. And it sucks the university is going to yank the rug from under you, zip, without so much as a ‘thank you for playing,’ but I know you can think of something. I know you can wiggle your way into some university donor’s back pocket and scam a few bucks.” Brit nudged Kelsey with her elbow. “You know what I mean. Use your feminine wiles while you can.”

“That’s sick.  I’m not wriggling into any back pockets. I know you worked the Legends Room at the stadium—”

“Back off the Classy Cats, girlie. Blame it on Jersey Shore. Snooki made me do it. I just want you to know you have options.  Don’t bail yet—not when there are options.”

“That’s the problem. That’s why I called you.”

“Options are a problem? Since when?”

Kelsey took in a deep breath. Late September in Manhattan filled the early evening air with a slight chill. A few of the geese honked at each other. Kelsey noticed the smoky odor of a charcoal pit and found a family gathered around one of the park grills. “Yes. There are options, but this particular option involves going to the house again.”

Brit’s forehead wrinkled. “What house are we talking about?  I mean, you’ve been to plenty of houses in your life, right?  So is this your childhood home, rife with trauma and distress or location of the house party where you first smoked weed? Give me some context.”

“The house, Brit.”  Kelsey stood up. “I shouldn’t have called. Sorry. This is a decision I have to make. I have made. I’m not going back there. Not even for twelve grand.”

“Whoa.  Whoa.  Whooooa.  Twelve-thousand American dollars?  You’re not talking about pesos or rupies or whatever, right?  Twelve thousand?” Brit rose from the bench. “That’s a nice pile of cash—so what, exactly, do you have to do to earn this little windfall? Nothing nasty, I hope.” 

Kelsey turned and scowled. “Nasty? No—nothing like that.”

“Thank God.  You’ve got this wholesome hometown girl thing going, and I wouldn’t want it to get nasty. So… I don’t see the problem then.”

“It’s the house, Brit. From three—almost five years ago—after the accident. The house where we found the dead guy. The suicide.” Kelsey caught a shiver and forced it away. “The place Jared disappeared.”

“Oh shit. The bizzaro blizzard house?”

“Yes.”

“Jared… Whatever happened to him?  Didn’t they find—”

“No. Nothing. Not a trace. The police figured he tried to walk out and got lost in the snow. That he froze to death. I know Jared would have never… God.”  Kelsey stared at the ground at her feet. “You can see my dilemma, right?”

Brit nodded. “It’s not the Ritz, is it?”

“No. That place scares me, Brit.”

“The blizzard house… So to get the twelve grand, you need to spend a night there?”

“Seven nights. One week.”

Brit whistled. “A week. Somebody’s going to pay you twelve grand to house sit for a week?  Honey, I think you’re looking a rat-loving gift horse in the mouth. Why not hop on the money? I know it’s a creepy place where some bad shit went down, but I’d do much crazier shit for twelve thousand. You know I would. Suicide man is gone, and Jared is too.  Tragic, yes. But roadblocks to five figures?  Are they making you stay alone?”

“There’ll be several of us there. Cameras, too.”

“Our very own version of Kansas Survivor. Doesn’t have quite the market potential of Borneo or Sumatra or some tropical location with you all running around in bikinis, does it?  I guess it could work though.  They’ll put on some kind of Wizard of Oz theme and make us look like hayseeds.” 

“I don’t think I can stay there after what happened. Something was wrong about the place.”

Brit’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t strike me as superstitious, honey. I can’t imagine you believe in ghosts and goblins and haunted houses. You’re a genuine nerd. A bona fide rat-loving nerd.”

“Thanks,” Kelsey said, her voice heavy with sarcasm. “I didn’t say the place was haunted. Just wrong.”

“Wrong how?  Wrong as in ‘who was your decorator or wrong’ or as in this place gives me the creeps because it’s haunted?”

“The latter.”

Brit nodded. “You’d just been in a wreck. I’m sure it was just nerves.  And now, well you have history with the place—unpleasant history. You don’t believe in haunted houses, do you?”

“Ghosts… No. But a man killed himself in that house.”

“Unfortunately, honey, people kill themselves every day. One suicide doesn’t turn a house into the seventh gate of Hell, does it? And before you start—I can see the look on your face—Jared’s disappearance had nothing to do with the house.  You told me you all found the front door open after finding the dead guy, remember?”

Kelsey nodded. 

“Wind blowing, snow everywhere. A near white-out. Jared must have stumbled off into the storm, right?”

“Yes, that’s what the police said. But they never found him,” Kelsey said.  “They—the county sheriff—searched in a five mile loop.  They never found a trace. Nothing.”

“And how hard do you think Sheriff Bumble and Deputy Stumble searched for Jared?  Really?”

Kelsey crossed her arms. “I know he’s dead. Inside, I know he’s dead. I tried to hold out some hope… Lately I’ve been having dreams. Bad dreams. I keep seeing him, Jared, in my dreams, Brit. And then Johnny shows up out of nowhere. Ben shows up with this offer. It’s too much for me to process right now.”

“What are you, a computer?” Brit touched Kelsey’s shoulder and fixed her eyes on her friend. “Trauma, yes. Haunted, no. I don’t know much about this Ben weirdo, but from what you’ve told me, I don’t want to know any more. But if the guy comes out of nowhere and wants to drop twelve grand in your lap, I’d say jump on it.  One week isn’t going to kill anyone. The only things in that old house are a few bad memories.”

“You think I should?”

“Maybe it will give you some sort of closure on the whole dirty business.” 

Kelsey pulled her cell phone from her pocket and checked the time. “I should go A pile of papers is waiting on me at home. I’m pretty sure they won’t grade themselves.”

“Wouldn’t it be awesome if they could?”

“Thanks, Brit.”

“For what? Convincing you to take the money?  Hell, if you’re feeling really thankful, I could use a small loan myself.”

 

~

 

The walk from the park to Kelsey’s rental house lasted five minutes. In five minutes, the choice turned over in her mind at least a dozen times. Twelve thousand would go a long way toward finishing her research. It would mean another semester, at least, for the rats to do their tricks. Dr. Cohen had simply said if she could find a grant, she could keep her research going. A donor had dropped in her lap. The timing almost frightened her.

But the loathsome dread of the house wouldn’t leave her, either. She hadn’t told Brit the whole story. She wasn’t able to talk about how clean the place was, or how they found the dead man with no blood. He’d slit his wrists with no blood.  She hadn’t told Brit how the police never identified the body and wrote him off as an itinerant who stumbled across the open farmhouse, just as they had, and spent his final hours or days inside. The lack of any evidence of the man’s indigent status hadn’t mattered to the Washington County coroner, but it had stuck with Kelsey for months after the experience. She’d since buried it, but now it fought its way back to the surface. 

Brit constructed a solid argument, but Kelsey’s memories offered a strict counter. 

Yes, a week was merely a week. 

Yes, she needed the money—perhaps it was just enough to give her time to gather the data she needed. 

The front door lock rattled as Kelsey turned her key. A puff of stale air—the kind which always reminded Kelsey of an old, grandmotherly woman who must have lived in the house at one time—greeted her. Her apartment would never smell clean. No place was ever truly clean... 

She shivered.

“No,” Kelsey spoke aloud. She wouldn’t go to the house, money or no money.   

She dropped her cell phone on the table, flicked on a lamp, and flopped on her couch. Her research focus would change, that’s all. She could start over. Her eyes closed, and fingers massaged her forehead, working out the headache which had rooted in her skull. 

She wouldn’t go to the house, not for the rats. Her fingers fished Ben’s card from her pocket and tore it in two. The scraps floated to the floor like dying white moths. Done.

Kelsey was almost asleep when the phone rang. She stumbled from the couch and grabbed her phone. She didn’t recognize the number, but the prefix indicated her hometown. 

“Hello.”

“Kelsey?  Oh my God… It’s Mom. Your father—your father has had a stroke.”




Part 2: Welcome to the Show
 




Chapter 8: Goodbyes
 

 

They held the funeral on Friday after Thanksgiving. 

Kelsey wanted to be thankful her father had died because his final months brought enough pain and suffering for years—all the hospital trips, in-home nursing expense, the years which had heaped upon her mother’s wrinkled face in the span of two months… She wanted to be thankful he’d passed on—the safe little euphemism people in Springdale always used for death. In truth, he hadn’t passed anywhere, just dead, and now they were shoving his slick, honey-brown casket into the earth. 

Kelsey’s mother wore the stony expression of one acquainted with death. Kelsey wished she could feel the same—the same cold resignation that death was a part of life. Or maybe it wasn’t resignation at all, but a sense of peace. Dad hadn’t been well, the medical treatments expensive, and all of it added a weight to her mother since September. A weight from which Kelsey had been isolated at school.

Her mother’s grey eyes met hers. 

Kelsey turned away, fearing the woman would see tears in her eyes and not willing to be a little girl again, crying at her mother’s sleeve. She ground her teeth together and stared at the oblong hole while Pastor Mike gave his final words of prayer. His voice spilled from his thin lips in a constant, plodding drone. Kelsey remembered Pastor Mike’s sermons when she was in high school, how they had plodded from one topic to the next, bowling over the congregation with sheer force of will rather than oratory excellence. A stiff wind rose and sent the remnants of autumn leaves spinning across the faded grass. She glanced away from the small gathering, her gaze falling on the rows of stone markers like grey teeth. Greenwillow Cemetery had always found a way to wrap cold fingers of dread around Kelsey’s mind. Even at her father’s funeral, she felt the pull of childhood nightmares. 

She couldn’t shake the weight of the house or what she’d agreed to do after her father’s stroke. She couldn’t shake the weight of his memory, how he had always been the one to carry her when she was weak or tired or finished with the world.

“Kelsey dear,” her mother said, taking Kelsey’s hand. “It’s time to go.  We’re all done here.”

They walked to her mother’s car, hand in hand, an awkward pair. Mrs. Sullivan was a good woman, but Kelsey’s birth had been hard and the year after even worse. Treatment included electro-shock and heavy sedation, even a weeklong stint in a state hospital for Kelsey’s mother. No one spoke of such things in the family; no one dug deep enough to uncover painful memories and rub old scars into fresh wounds, but the memories were there, buried under time and distance. 

“Thanks, Kelsey. I needed you today.” Her mother stood at the passenger side of Kelsey’s Accord. Her gaze shifted between the trees behind Kelsey and the sky. Wrinkles contracted at the corners of her eyes. “Your father believed in you, Kelsey Ann.”

“I know.” The keys dangled from Kelsey’s hand. 

“He saw a spark in your eyes, something neither of us had. Your brother was always a good boy and a hard worker, but you… Your father knew you’d do it. You’d go places no Sullivan had been. He knew it.”

A sob swelled in Kelsey’s throat. “Mom—”

“Just listen.” Mrs. Sullivan wagged a finger over the car’s roof. “A mother’s supposed to love her children, and I have, Kelsey Ann. I have. I trusted that love when you left for college and trusted it again when you opted to chase your doctorate instead of finding a good job or a sensible husband or maybe both. I’ve always loved you, but your father just knew you better. It was like the two of you could talk without speaking.”

Kelsey wiped tears from her cheeks with the heel of her hand. “Mom…”

“I know he’ll be watching over you while you finish school.”

Kelsey bit her lip as her head moved from side to side. Her shoulders shook.

“What is it?”

“I’ve lost my funding, Mom. I’ve lost my grant…”

“What?”

“The money for my research. The money is gone. I can’t finish my dissertation without the research—without the money.”

Mrs. Sullivan’s face went pale, a shade of white rivaling the startling pallor of her wide open eyes. “Your father…” Her lips quivered as the sound spilled over them. “Your father… Do you remember how he found you in that cave?”

“Yes.”

“You had a special bond with that man…”

Kelsey glanced behind her toward the rows of granite markers. She took a breath. “I’ve had an offer. It would be enough, but I’ll have to be away for a week. The offer came from someone who would send the money to the university by way of a replacement grant. I could finish, but… I’ll have to be away for a while. I’ll have to stay in a house.”

“Oh, Kelsey Ann, it isn’t—”

“No. No. It’s just a television program. Just a TV show.”

Her mother’s face flushed. “You wouldn’t have to—”

“No. God no. But… I’m not sure. It’s television. I don’t know about the show.”

“You have to follow your head, Kelsey Ann.”

Kelsey nodded. “I know. It’s broken though, just like my heart.”

Mrs. Sullivan smiled, a warm, embracing grin. “I know, sweetheart. But your father will be with you, always. When we get home I’ve got a little something of his for you… I know he’d want you to have it.”




Chapter 9: From the Land of Sunshine
 

 

Ben Wormsley stepped onto the concourse at Kansas City International Airport and followed the arrows toward baggage claim. A smile hung from his lips, a cold, red-rubbery smile he couldn’t peel away, not with everything coming together so perfectly. He had his cast in place—all of the original pieces except for Jared—and two throwaways, young fresh faces to chase the Facebook demographic. All of it was a red herring, of course. All of it just misdirection. He needed time in the house, time to—

“Hey—wait up!”

Ben paused. 

Everything about Erin Connolly was long. Her blonde hair and blue eyes screamed a certain California-girl aesthetic; her athletic build and bronze skin would keep the drooling male aged 18-35 nailed to their television screen.  What the viewers at home, and the rest of his cast, couldn’t see at first impression was Miss Connolly’s interest in the paranormal and admission to having special “dreams” when she was younger. The others only knew her as a pretty face. Ben knew might be something else there—and where better to place such a potential trigger than the house?

Behind her, Daniel Pinto, dark and handsome and foreign, dripped a certain mystique which Ben hoped would coax the disappointed middle-aged housewife to tune in. He had also identified himself as quite religious when asked, and the potential friction between the psychically inclined Miss Connolly and Daniel’s more traditional, Roman Catholic background might stir a little drama.  

Drama made good television.  

Erin and Daniel weren’t the focus, though. They weren’t the real cast, the central characters Ben knew would make their stay in the house something special—something he could edit and mix into a masterpiece: A ghost story with no ghosts but plenty of tension and dread and genuine human emotion, raw material with which to make a name.  

Ghosts were still selling well, after all, as was reality programming.

No the “real” cast consisted of his old friends… 

Kelsey and Sarah had both revealed what he’d wanted to see when he mentioned the house. They still loathed the place, still held some dark memories. Jared’s death—in all honesty, who could believe he was still alive—had been tragic, but it was history. The present was the thing. In the present, Kelsey and Sarah remembered Jared. Of course, they remembered the dead man, too, Mr. John Doe suicide. 

He didn’t believe there were ghosts in the house, but bad memories and a little stress would stir the emotions just enough—maybe enough to see even a cool nut like Johnny crack a bit. Ben had always wanted to see Johnny crack. His cameras would be there to catch it all. Maybe, just maybe, they’d catch everything. 

And maybe, just maybe, he could put his dreams to rest, put the nightmares to rest…

“Um, Mr. Wormsley? Hey—don’t you think one of us should find baggage claim?”

Ben snapped to the present and turned to Erin. “Sure. We should all go. I should wait on the crew perhaps. Hard to make a pilot without cameras.”

“Well when they show, I’m down this way.” Erin jerked a finger over her shoulder. When she moved, her blonde hair shimmered. “I’d like to grab my stuff before some red-eyed businessman walks off with—”

“We’ll meet you there.”

Erin’s lips wavered on the edge of a pout, but she spun on her heel and beat toward the arrow indicating “baggage”. Daniel followed without a word.

The drama was already afoot. Ben smiled as three men, the first pale and small, another trim, muscular, and black, and the third older with grizzled beard and white tufts of hair clinging to his temples. His crew. The first man, the pale fellow with a soft, round-edged face blinked hard and pressed his closed fists into his eyes. 

“I’ll never get used to flying,” he said. “Anything over two or three hours, and I feel like I’ve been hung out to dry.” 

“Welcome to Kansas City, Nick.” Ben held out a hand. “Baggage claim straight ahead.”

The muscular man studied Ben. “Our equipment better be in damn good shape.” When he spoke, his voice rumbled low like a radio announcer trapped inside a cavernous amphitheater. “I want to grab our gear before it takes one too many revolutions around the carousel. This place always this dead?”

“It’s not LAX, Wayne,” Ben replied. “I’ve arranged for a van to meet us on the circle drive, just across from the baggage claim. It’s an extended version with plenty of space in the back for your equipment.”

“Good enough for me.”

The older man rubbed his neck. “How long have we got, now?”

“About two hours by car, Mr. Bloom.” Ben felt the need to call the older man mister based on his age and reputation. Howard Bloom, the sound man, had cut his teeth on nature television in the 1970s. Ben was interested in natural observations of a different type and dropped a few extra zeroes of venture capital to lure the master to his little project. 

“Out in the boonies, huh?”

“Worried about tornadoes?”

Howard Bloom scowled. “Don’t assume I’m that senile, Wormsley. I just want to know what we have to work with. Is the electrical updated?”

“I’ve had a generator installed. If we find ourselves without power, the generator will kick in within a minute. The entire backup system is in place and tested. We’ve been waiting on our cast and crew.” Ben grinned. “You, Mr. Bloom, are an important piece of this entertainment puzzle.”

Howard walked in step with Ben toward the baggage claim, following the thick, swaggering form of Wayne Johnson and stooped, boney shoulders of Nick Carney. “So, this is some kind of ghost hunting show you’re putting on?”

“Not exactly,” Ben said. 

“Big spooky house. Six residents… So what’s your angle, then? Can’t be a rehash of Big Brother and the locale isn’t exotic enough for a Survivor spin-off. Got to be a Ghost Hunters knock off, right?”

“Let’s just say, Mr. Bloom, I’m doing a little experiment with fear.”

“Fear. Gotcha.” Howard Bloom stopped and scratched his stubble. Ten feet away, a young woman in a bright blue dress squealed and wrapped her arms around a tall, dark-haired man. “You know, good ol’ human beings aren’t a whole lot different than a pack of wild animals, given the chance.”

Ben’s smile widened. “That’s what I’m hoping for.”




Chapter 10: Arrival
 

 

Kelsey drove with a stack of printed and stapled Mapquest directions in her lap. She didn’t own a GPS and felt rather foolish about needing so much help in finding the house. After all, it was the location of a cornerstone moment in her life. A horrible moment, but life-changing. Driving through the rural countryside, she was a rat in a different kind of maze, not driven by fear but toward it. Her lab animals would never go toward the object of terror like she was. She forced a smile to chase away the frost of doubt.

The car, her hand-me-down Honda Accord, ancient and rusting, crested the final hill.  The house rose from a cluster of trees like a cancerous lump: rust-red and awkward and out of place. She hadn’t remembered the trees before. They’d found the house in a snowstorm and perhaps the white world bleached those grey, slumbering limbs into something less evident. Perhaps she’d been blinded by the need for shelter.  During the spring or summer, the trees would shield the house from the world, burying it in shadow. But with the limbs naked, it peered out from its prison. It was big—at three stories a monster of a building in the middle of nowhere. Kelsey steered her car onto the shoulder.  The tires scratched against gravel. She scanned the roadside for the turn off, found it, and pointed the wheels toward the house.

Twelve thousand dollars would keep her research going. 

Twelve thousand dollars would keep her father’s dream alive—he’d wanted his little girl to be something, hadn’t he?

She wasn’t a rat. All the rats could expect was a tiny bowl of food pellets for their effort.

Kelsey understood fear as an academic concept. She’d written her research proposal on the topic. She knew fear was one of the oldest human emotions and one people shared with most of their animal brothers and sisters—the mammals at least. She understood the physiological effects of fear. Feeling those effects—feeling her heart quicken and her breath catch in her throat, feeling the uncomfortable, cold, clammy sensation in her stomach and the sweat form on the palms of her hands—was different. 

She steered toward the house’s front porch. Three stories of ancient brick loomed like a monster of a maze about to swallow a tiny rat named Kelsey.  

 

~

 

Ben stepped from the porch, hands outstretched and wearing his best Hollywood smile. “Kelsey!  I can’t tell you how pleased I am that you’ve decided to join our little show. After our conversation last fall, I thought I’d lost you.”

Kelsey stood behind the driver’s door, using it like a shield. She could still turn around, drive away, and put the house behind her. She closed her eyes and saw her father’s face, but it was her mother’s words which came to her: he believed in you, Kelsey Ann.  A lump swelled in her throat as she opened her eyes. She needed the money. She needed to do something of which her father would be proud. The house would not defeat her. She moved away from the car and slammed the door shut. 

“Are the others here?” she asked.

“Erin and Daniel—the students I mentioned—and the crew.  I’m still waiting on Sarah and Johnny.  Maybe they’re coming together.”

Kelsey pressed her hands against her thighs to dry the sweat. Sarah wouldn’t be coming with Johnny. She couldn’t. “I’ve got my luggage. Just the one suitcase. Should I—”

“Let me help you.”

Kelsey unlocked the trunk, and Ben hauled out the green canvas suitcase. His eyes shifted from the case to Kelsey. “A little light.”

“Only a week, right?”

“Sure. Only a week.” 

He wore the grin again, always the same, less-than-reassuring smile. Ben had always given Kelsey a creepy, not-quite-centered vibe, but now the smile held an extra edge. Maybe it was the house. Only a week.  She reached for the handle of her suitcase and took it from him. 

“I can handle this.”

Ben lifted his hands. “No problem. Just trying to help. I didn’t want to insult or anything, it’s just that Erin brought five bags with her. Guess she wants to look good for the camera.”

Kelsey’s neck burned. Good for the camera? Ben was the same, slick prick underneath his money and southern California tan. She strode toward the front door. Her fingers squeezed the handle of her old suitcase until the knuckles bled white. She’d need to keep her head. One week. Only seven days.

“What about your car?”

Kelsey stopped and let the bag drop to the ground with a thud. “My car?  What about it?”

Ben shrugged. “Can’t leave it here, can you?”

“I don’t understand.  Why can’t I leave it there?”

“We need some shots of the house. It’s—well, it’s in the best angle, isn’t it?”

Kelsey shoved a hand in her jacket pocket and tossed the keys toward Ben. If she’d been a better shot, she would have knocked him in the head. “Move it wherever you like,” she muttered, turning back to the house. Before she made the final porch step, her Accord sputtered to life, and tires ground against the gravel drive. 

She hesitated. 

Five years ago, she didn’t hesitate on those steps. She hurried into the house just like the others, driven by cold and fear. Fear. They’d just survived a nasty spin on the snow-packed road and needed a place to be warm, maybe a phone. Five years ago, as they stood on the porch, none of them knew about the dead man. None of them knew it might be the last time Jared stood with them. She’d known him since their sophomore year in Moore Hall when they’d mentored incoming freshmen. 

Five years later, she looked down at the steps and took a deep breath.

Her feet moved on the stone steps in tiny nibbles. Kelsey’s eyes roved either side of the railing. The paint—just as it had been five years ago—was perfect, smooth and pristine and uniform as though it had been painted for the first time a week prior.  She dropped the suitcase on the porch, surprising herself with the heavy thunk as it struck the slab flooring. 

“Welcome home.” 

Kelsey shuddered and spun around. 

Ben grinned from the bottom step. “Just like you remembered it, isn’t it?”

He startled her. She hadn’t expected him after hearing her car drive away, but nodded. “Too much so. Where do I—”

“You’ll be on the second floor. Second bedroom if you turn left at the top of the stairs. I believe the walls are yellow. You’ll find two twin beds.”

“Second floor….” The bathroom had been on the second floor, the bathroom in which they’d found the anonymous body. The recent flush of frustration with Ben became an icy chill, a cold, prickling sensation which crawled with slow spider feet across Kelsey’s back.  There was still time to turn around, time to say no and run for her car. She held her breath.

Ben’s smile faded. He held his left hand up, keys dangling between his fingers as though he’d read her mind. “Your keys, Kelsey.  If you don’t want to stay—I know the second floor holds some bad memories.”

Her gaze shifted from the keys to the door. Her mind sifted through memories of Jared, her father, the stoic mask of her mother’s face at the funeral… Her father had been so proud. “I’m staying,” she said.

“Good.”

 

~

 

Kelsey found the yellow bedroom without a glance to the right. The bathroom door waited in the other direction, less than twenty feet from her bedroom, but she wasn’t ready to face that demon. She’d managed to climb the stairs without running into anyone else, too.  Silence lay over the house’s interior as it had five years ago.  So much silence she struggled to believe five other people were there—somewhere. She dropped her suitcase on one of the two twin beds and shut the door so as not to make a sound.

Best not let them know she was there. 

The walls were hung with wallpaper—not a plain yellow, either. Upon closer inspection, she noted a subtle pattern of darker vertical lines, but the lines were made of a tiny, repeated shape. The shape reminded Kelsey of corn cobs. She was in the corn-cob room. Absurd. Her fingers touched the wall and found a slight texture, small bumps where the shapes rose from floor to ceiling. The wallpaper was pristine—it could have been laid in the last year, and Kelsey wondered if perhaps it had been for the show. It was familiar somehow, even though they’d not entered the yellow room five years ago…

“Kels?”

Kelsey shuddered and spun around, not expecting anyone. She hadn’t even heard the door open, but Sarah Mansfield stood just inside the room, holding a duffle bag and suitcase in either hand. “Hey.” Kelsey glanced at the twin beds. “Sarah… I guess were roommates.”

“That’s what Ben said.  Do you mind?” Sarah gestured toward the two beds. 

“Take either one.  I just laid my stuff down on the first one… I didn’t know I was going to be rooming with anyone.”

Sarah carried her luggage to the second bed. “Is it a problem?”

“Of course not.” Kelsey stepped away from the wall, glancing at her fingertips as she did so. 

“Good. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be sleeping in this crazy house by myself, anyway.” Sarah unzipped her suitcase and nodded toward the window. “Have you checked out the view?”

“Oh. No… I was just...” Kelsey rubbed the fingers which had touched the wallpaper against her leg. “Admiring the décor.”

“Yellow. Yech. It’s a rather mustardy shade, don’t you think?”

“I suppose. I hadn’t thought about it much. It’s wallpaper, pretty nice, too. I can’t imagine it’s the original. They must have hung it for the show.”

“They?” Sarah looked up from laying out her folded clothing on the bed. 

“Ben’s crew. I figure they’ve done some cleaning and straightening around here, too.” 

“I dunno. I thought he just brought a couple of cameramen. I can’t imagine they’d do wallpaper.” Sarah lifted a stack of clothing. “I’ll take the bottom two, okay?”

“Bottom two?”

“Drawers in the dresser. You can have the top. I don’t mind.”

Kelsey moved to the beautiful, dark oak dresser. She ran her hand across the top. “Not a speck of dust. In fact, the whole place looks absolutely spotless. I haven’t seen a hint of dust”

“Funny. They must have busted their asses getting this place in ship shape, huh?”

“Yeah. I suppose.”

Sarah shoved an armful of clothing into the bottom drawer and pushed it closed. “Are you all right, Kels?”

Kelsey sat on her bed. Was she all right? Was anything all right? The cold sliver of discomfort she’d felt on the drive had grown into a thorny mass which hooked into her gut. She closed her eyes. There wasn’t anything wrong with this house except for a few bad memories. Bad memories were just that—bits of information stored in her brain and fired from synapse to synapse. She was in control, wasn’t she? 

“I’m fine,” she said. “Just tired, I guess. Long drive.”

“I hear you. Ben said to hustle and get to dinner in a half hour. He wants us to eat ‘family style’ at the big table downstairs, at least for dinner.”

“A half hour?”

“I’m heading down now—going to freshen up a bit in the bathroom on the first floor. Are you coming?”

Kelsey ran her hand over the bed. “I’m a little sleepy. I might lie down for a few.”

“Suit yourself. Sweet dreams.”

 

~

 

Kelsey woke with a start and blinked several times before she realized a figure stood in the bedroom doorway. Her neck pricked with tiny hot pinpoints. She scrambled from the bed. 

“No rush,” Ben said.

“You told Sarah to hustle. I don’t want to miss dinner.” Kelsey pushed her hair from her face. “How long was I asleep?”

“Long enough.”

She glanced at the travel clock next to her bed. She must have fallen asleep immediately because Sarah had only left a handful of minutes before. Wormsley fit Ben well. He made her squirm like one with his Hollywood grin. He stepped into the room. Kelsey didn’t move. 

“I just wanted to talk a little before the cameras go live. Before everyone is here and it’s too crowded to have a… Private moment.” 

Ben stepped closer. Kelsey’s skin burned. She wanted to run, to push him away and dash for the door. Ben had always been a bit smarmy, but never so forward.

“So?”

“I should be saying this, but you have always been my favorite, Kels. My favorite from the old college group. I know you and Sarah both had a thing for John. You always have. He’s the big, strapping stud. The athlete. Now a war hero.” 

Ben was close enough she could reach out and touch him. She hid her hands behind her back. 

“Johnny and Sarah have a lot of history,” Kelsey said. “I—”

“I know, Kels.” 

Ben’s hand touched her arm. Her skin froze.

“Ben…”

The hand slid up her arm and leapt to her cheek. She pulled away.

“Sorry,” he said, his tone shifting. He stepped back. “I’ll be downstairs with the others. Dinner is served and I thought we’d all eat together. The cameras will be on for the first time, so stay beautiful.”

Kelsey didn’t move until he’d left the room.

 

~

 

The dining room was almost as Kelsey remembered. The big, wooden table was there, but a few chairs had been added, each matching those already in place. Everything in the house felt right and proper, remaining where it had five years ago but much sharper than Kelsey’s memories. Two men with shoulder mounted cameras stood in adjacent corners with a third, an older man, adjusting a microphone on a boom between them. Ben, seated at the table’s head, stood as she entered. She didn’t meet his eyes.

“Kelsey… I was just talking with Sarah… How are the roommates hitting it off?”

“Fine,” Kelsey said. “You’ve found a matching set. If I remember, there were four before.”

Sarah gestured to the chairs. “So where’s the rest of our little club.”

“Erin and Daniel should be here any moment. John hasn’t arrived, but I expected no less from him. He knows how to make an entrance, doesn’t he? Good for him and good for the camera.” 

Kelsey crossed her arms. Seeing the cameras had amplified the tension she’d already felt long before entering the house. They made it real, this crazy thing Ben and circumstances outside her control had convinced her to do. Those cameras would catch everything, each moment. They would find a way to peel back her façade and find the frightened little girl lost in a cave.  

“Take your pick, Kelsey.” Ben gestured to the table. “We don’t have assigned seating.”

Sarah was already sitting at the end closest the cameras. Kelsey stopped at the chair farthest from Ben. She kept her gaze on the table, away from the cameras. 

“So what’s to eat in this place?  Are we going to be serving ourselves, or do you have craft services whipping something up in a hidden trailer out in the woods?” Sarah asked.

“Nothing of the sort. I’ve arranged to have our meals brought in from town. A mom and pop café called the Harvest House down in Muskotah was more than willing to have a solid week of consistent business.  Three squares a day, right here in the dining room, all together like one happy family.” He looked up and away from the table. “Oh, here’s Erin and Daniel now.”

Kelsey watched as a tall, athletic blonde—a striking young woman with honey brown skin—rounded the table’s far edge and stood behind a chair next to Sarah. The young man, shorter than Ben with a dark complexion and lost look in his deep brown eyes, followed her but paused before sitting. He looked from the blonde to Sarah and Kelsey and chose a seat next to the blonde.  

“Sarah, Kelsey, this is Erin Connolly and Daniel Pinto.” 

Nods were exchanged. 

“Well. That leaves our friend John. I assume he’ll be fashionably late.” Ben pulled out his chair at the table’s head and sat.

“Didn’t he call?” Sarah asked.

Ben touched the side of his nose with an index finger. “Now how would he be able to do that? Or have you forgotten?”

“What do you mean?” Kelsey asked.

The blonde, Erin, spoke. “What he means is no service. No cell phones. No land line. Nothing. I’m Erin Connolly, by the way.  Junior at UCLA and willing guinea pig.”

“Sarah Mansfield. Nice to meet you, Erin.” Sarah smirked. “You’re a long way from the beach.”

An icy glaze slicked over Erin’s eyes. 

“Kelsey Sullivan,” Kelsey blurted as an attempt to diffuse the tension she felt. Sarah and Erin had already thrown down the first cards in a game of alpha female, and she wanted none of it. “I’m studying psychology at Kansas State, graduate school—what is it you do at UCLA?”

Sarah leaned back in her chair. The ghost of a smile played at her lips.

Erin turned to Kelsey, and the ice-glaze melted. “Small world. I’m studying psych, too. I’ve changed majors once… So far. Makes me a bit of an oddity, I suspect.”

“You two can swap notes,” Sarah said. 

The slight curl of Sarah’s lips had grown into a sneer, one which caused Kelsey to feel a twinge of discomfort. Her gaze dropped to the table. 

“What about you—Daniel isn’t it?”  Sarah tilted her head forward. 

“Yes.” Daniel spoke with a heavy accent. “Daniel Pinto. I come from São Paulo, in Brazil. I’m here working on my graduate degree in computer engineering.  Also at UCLA.”

“You and Kelsey could swap notes, too. She’s attempting to finish her PhD, aren’t you Kels?” 

Sarah was the odd one out, and she was feeling it, taking a defensive stance and snarking at each person at the table. Kelsey glanced at the others for their reactions. When her eyes fell on Ben, she knew this was the type of drama he’d been hoping for. The cameras rolled, and Sarah played right into Ben’s hands. They hadn’t even been in the house for three hours, and tension sprouted like weeds—tension which had yet to be tainted with their surroundings.

“So, Kelsey, what are you working on, if you don’t mind?” Erin asked.  She’d turned away from Sarah, physically shutting her off from communication.

“Me? I’m working on my dissertation. Fear and anxiety.  I’m trying to study how fear and anxiety affect performance on complex mental tasks.”

“She runs rats through mazes,” Sarah said.

Erin didn’t acknowledge Sarah, but continued. “Sounds tricky. How do you get around the ethical concerns?”

“Non-human subjects. Like Sarah said, I run rats through mazes. Only I give them something to think about first. Electric shocks cued by lights or sounds. It’s pretty simple, really.”

“I’d like to hear more,” Erin said. “Maybe we can—”

A loud buzz cut into the room, and for a moment, Kelsey felt as though she’d been stung with a shock from her own experiment. 

“That would be our dinner at the kitchen door. You’ll excuse me.” Ben rose. “Daniel? Would you mind assisting me? I think the ladies have so much to talk about.”

Daniel stood, glanced at the others, and followed Ben from the room.

“Like I was saying, maybe we can sit down later and talk about your research. I’m sure you’ve made some fascinating findings.” Erin grinned. 

Kelsey understood.  Erin had read Sarah and started to alienate her. Drama—just what the director ordered. She chanced a glance at Sarah who wore a rather placid, almost bored expression. Sarah enjoyed playing games; she always had. Kelsey offered Erin a slight smile. “I’d love to.”

A few moments passed, thick and awkward with silence. Kelsey couldn’t help feeling the first battle in a long war was over, but in the sleepy, post-conflict haze she found she had nothing to say, nothing she wanted to say. 

She wouldn’t need to say anything else. As the three women sat at the big oak table, the front door banged open. Erin hopped up with a start. Kelsey craned her neck toward the entryway between dining room and parlor. Her heart throbbed madly against her ribs, worked into a frenzy by the sudden noise. 

Johnny appeared in the entry, disheveled and weary-looking. He ran his fingers over his close-cropped hair, grooming when he spotted the cameras. “Have I missed dinner?”

“No,” Sarah said. “Just a few appetizers.”

“Good. I’m starving. Two flat tires on that fucking county road out there.” He shook his head. “It’s almost like my car didn’t want to be here.” 

 




Chapter 11: Goodnight, Goodnight
 

 

After dinner, the group moved into the parlor. Kelsey slipped into an overstuffed chair facing the couch, stairs, and front door. Johnny meandered across the room and leaned against wall.  He’d barely spoken after his entrance, but darkness brewed under his stony exterior. Sarah plopped into the high-backed chair across from Kelsey. Their eyes locked for a moment, long enough to send anxious pinpricks across Kelsey’s back. She shifted her gaze to the couch where Daniel and Erin sat together.  Ben paced through the room, holding a glass of amber liquid. Alcohol, of course, although Kelsey hadn’t seen any at dinner. 

The cameras hawked them from two corners, their lenses pressing a cold eye against Kelsey’s skin. She looked away, her gaze lingering on a pair of old style oil lanterns on the wall.

“I think I could get used to delivered, home cooked meals,” Ben said. 

“Meatloaf?” Sarah narrowed her eyes. “I’m not sure what was in that stuff.”

 “Homemade, though,” Ben said. “And those mashed potatoes weren’t from a box. Imagine how many poor Mrs. Deeken must have peeled for us.”

Johnny folded his arms and cleared his throat. “Enough chit-chat, Wormsley.  You promised a little insight into what we’re doing, other than camping out for a week. I signed a waiver and the contract, reading every word of both. The contract—slick and vague—said I would spend seven nights in this house under the parameters you, the countersigned, dictated. I don’t know about the others, but you didn’t dictate much.”

“Except your fee, John. I made it clear how much each of you could earn should you decide to stay.” Ben stopped his slow looping of the room behind the couch and took a drink from his glass. A grin spread his lips. “That was enough to get each of you here. If you don’t agree with the stipulations, please feel free to leave now.”

 “So what are the stipulations,” Erin asked. “What exactly do we do?”

Ben shrugged. “Stay here. That’s it.”

“That’s it?” Sarah asked. “Stay here?”

“For a week.  No leaving the house for any reason. No stepping onto the porch, no taking a stroll through the backyard, no sneaking out a window and climbing down the trellis for a midnight rendezvous. You must stay inside the house for a week. I ask that you wear the microphones you’ll find in your rooms between breakfast and bed.”  Ben reached behind his back and produced a small black box with a wire trailing under his shirt. “Just attach the transmitter and microphone cord. With the personal mics, we won’t need the boom after tonight. It will be set up during family meals but no other times.” 

“Wait—no fresh air for a week?” Sarah asked. “That’s the twelve thousand dollar stipulation?”

Ben smiled. 

“So we’re locked in, I suppose?” Johnny asked. He’d dropped his arms, but his face still wore a cold, hard expression.

“Locked? No. You are free to leave at any time. If you step through the door before noon on the 22nd, the contract is considered null and void.”  Ben set his glass on an end table next to the couch. “It’s quite simple. You stay in the house with the cameras watching, and at week’s end, I cut each of you a cashier’s check for twelve thousand dollars. The cameras click off at midnight, and the crew sleeps outside.  We’ve rented an RV. They’ll work out there. They’ve also set up a smaller base of operations inside.”

A week. A solid week locked in the house with no fresh air, no escape, no sunshine. Kelsey’s esophagus tightened. She shifted in her chair. 

Erin sat forward on the couch, began to raise a hand, but thought better of it and dropped it to her side. “So we’re not to leave at any time, but what about the interior of the house?  Do we have any restrictions on where we can go inside?  Any out of bounds areas?  What about a curfew?”

Ben pulled at his lip for a moment. His eyes—cold and dark but full of fire—fell on Kelsey. She shifted in her seat. “You are free to go anywhere—except, of course, the bathroom on the second floor. I’m sure most of you won’t want to step inside that room, anyway.  The ladies are staying on the second floor; the men, including yours truly, have rooms on the third, the attic floor. Anywhere you go, just remember, the cameras are invited, too.”

“We can’t use the second floor bathroom?” Erin’s head tilted to one side. “Why?”

Ben turned to her, his smile never wavering. “Let’s just say it’s locked. For now.”

The hall clock ticked, echoing through the room for a few moments in which Kelsey studied the faces of her friends and the new acquaintances. Her eyes roved away from the surrounding group. The parlor or sitting room or whatever it was supposed to be had changed since she was last in the house. The change was subtle, perhaps a different color on the wall or furniture arrangement, but it bothered her like a bit of sandpaper rubbing tender skin.

“That’s it, Wormsley?” Johnny scratched the side of his face. “Just stay inside and everything’s fine. What about my tires? Was that part of the show?”

“What?”

Johnny looked at the others. “I guess you weren’t in the room—I blew two tires on the county road coming in. I’m not going to try and explain it. Funny coincidence, though.”

Ben circled the end of the couch and sat on the arm. “Are you suggesting—”

“You and your Hollywood tricks had something to do with it? Yeah, maybe. My car’s not even ten-thousand miles old, and to blow two tires within five miles… Something’s rotten in Denmark. Or wherever the hell we are in north-central Kansas.”

“Really, John. If I would have done anything, you can trust a camera would have been there to catch your reaction.” Ben gave an offhanded laugh. “Seriously—I had no idea.”

Johnny’s façade didn’t break, but he shut his mouth. No one spoke for what seemed like a long time. It was a handful of ticks from the big grandfather clock against the wall near Johnny, but Kelsey felt each one in her chest. Tick, tick, tick… The heavy meal and mounting anxiety during her drive brewed in her stomach. She thought about her twin bed in the yellow room, how she could fall into it and wake in the morning, one-seventh of her job done without any trouble. Tick, tick, tick…

She aimed her gaze at the floor. 

The others had begun talking in smooth, even tones. They’d relaxed, taken down their guards. Sarah giggled, but she was a universe away. They spoke a universe away.

Kelsey was sitting in a chair in the house where they’d found a dead man, a mysterious John Doe with slashes on both his arms. It was an absurd thing, really, a monster of a farmhouse in the middle of rolling nowhere with a dead man inside. No, too big for a farmhouse—it had once been an inn or hotel. They’d found it by accident. They’d needed a place to escape the snowstorm, that’s all. Coincidence. Jared made a bad choice. He’d wandered into the snow and lost his way. That’s all. There wasn’t anything wrong with the house. There was no reason for Kelsey to let the cold, furry thing in her gut continue to crawl around and send cold tendrils through her skin.

Only a house.

Only a week.

She could go home, then. Go home and forget all of it. Maybe even invite Johnny for a visit. 

She lifted her eyes and examined each of them again. Their mouths moved, but she didn’t hear the words. Ben smiled. He was always smiling, always selling something. Sarah held as much bitterness as ever—she’d always felt in some competition with her, a competition Kelsey wanted no part of. Johnny was hiding a secret, a wound which was new and raw. He hadn’t let anyone else know about it. What had happened in the war? The other two, Erin and Daniel, seemed just what Ben suggested: young fresh faces for the camera. Erin had spunk, though. Daniel might as well been a strip of wallpaper so far. Horribly mean, but true. He hadn’t said more than a handful of words since before dinner.

One week. Twelve thousand dollars. She would be safe and sound and so would her mother. 

“I’m not anyone’s nurse maid, so I won’t tell anyone when to hit the sack, but I’m going to bed. It’s been a long day.” Ben rose from the couch. “You have free reign over the house—anywhere inside the house you find an unlocked door.” He placed a special emphasis on the word inside. 

Inside the house for seven days. Easy enough for the monster to swallow you. 

Kelsey shook her head to dislodge the thought. 

The house was just a house. Not a monster. 

“I’m done, too.” Sarah stood. “Kels, what about you?” 

“Sure,” Kelsey said. “Sounds good. It was a longish drive and… I’m pretty sleepy after stuffing myself.” She glanced at Johnny. He smiled. 

Ben was halfway up the stairs to the first floor when Erin stopped him.

“Um, Ben? One quick question… Something I’ve wondered since agreeing to this thing, but haven’t asked.”

“Shoot.”

“Why this house?  I mean, you could have picked some out of the way place just about anywhere and stuffed five people inside with cameras. Why here?”

Ben’s usual smile wavered. His eyes caught Kelsey’s and he looked away quickly. “This house has history, Erin. History best discussed over our coffee at breakfast. We shall have a proper tour in the morning.”   

 

~

 

A wind-blown December rain pelted the yellow room’s windows as Kelsey lay awake, unable to sleep in the house—unable to sleep a few doors down from the bathroom where they’d found a dead man five years before. The rain tapped a constant, simple rhythm. The window panes were thick and blocked the wind’s brute fury. The sound would have acted as a lullaby on any other night at any other place, but not in the house. Not on December 15th, her first of seven nights. 

Dinner—meatloaf and homemade mash potatoes—sat in her stomach. She didn’t understand what had driven her to eat so much. Swallowing the tension in the room, perhaps. And there had been tension—Erin and Sarah sparred, but also a few fiery moments after dinner, as they sat in the parlor and batted small talk through the room. Johnny all but suggested Ben had something to do with his blown tires. Drama. She’d tuned it out well enough—tuned it out or memories had swallowed it. 

Memories and bad dreams. 

Shadows danced outside. Naked branches blew in the wind and played with moonlight. 

Kelsey rolled over and faced away from the window. Sarah lay in a bed four feet away, a lump moving up and down under her covers.  They’d never been close, not even in college when they hung out with the same crowd. Sarah had always been different somehow.  Edgy.  Almost as though she wasn’t comfortable in her own skin. Kelsey closed her eyes. Not being comfortable in one’s skin was a common theme. 

A heavy gust rattled the thick window glass. Kelsey flipped in bed. Her eyes fluttered open. Thin curtains covered the windows, but offered little to hold back the dancing shapes. They’re just shadows. Just shadows, Kels, she told herself. Shadows of trees and moonlight. She held her breath for a moment, almost expecting something else, perhaps the icy fingers of a ghost or a dark, clammy ghoul lurking in the dark. She expected a sound at least, maybe the creak of old wood or groan from a settling foundation.  

The house held its whispers close. 

The little-girl fears from her childhood drew life from the quiet house, little-girl fears amplified by the extra hours she spent lost in Wind Cave as a child. How old had she been when she strayed from the tour and turned into a dark shaft? How long did she wait in the pitch black, afraid to move because it—the thing with sharp, tearing teeth waiting for her in under the black curtain—could find her? But no, this was not Wind Cave, this was not a stony maw under the Earth’s skin.  The house—while lonely and a little strange—didn’t house any monsters save those which they may have brought with them. Ben perhaps.  He had the potential to be a monster. But Kelsey wasn’t a little girl anymore. She’d celebrated her twenty-seventh birthday, and was only a few years shy of completing a doctorate in psychology. 

There was nothing to fear. She was a God-damned expert. 

But yet, in the house’s quiet slumber, a voice came to Kelsey.  This sound crawled through the frame and walls, over the polished hardwood floors, into the sheets and comforter on Kelsey’s bed. It whispered in her ears. 

I’m here. 

Come play with me. 

 

                                                                                                                  




Chapter 12: In the Morning
 

 

Morning broke into the yellow room with sharp razor-points of light. At some moment in the night, well past two, Kelsey had fallen asleep. She rolled over, not ready for the sun, and pulled the comforter over her head. She remained cocooned for a few more minutes until, finally, the futility of resistance forced the blanket from her face. 

She blinked at the bright light. 

She was alive and unharmed. One night down and six to go. 

Her feet slid from the bed’s edge and touched the cold, firm hardwood. Sarah was gone already, perhaps downstairs with the others having breakfast while she, Kelsey, tried to hide from the world and make up for a sizable hunk of her night lost to silly fears and speculation. She grabbed her cell phone for the time. 

“Only 6:40?” she muttered aloud. 

The door clicked open. It was Sarah with a towel wrapped around her chest and another folded over her damp hair. “Welcome to the world of the living. Don’t worry. You didn’t snore.” 

Kelsey rubbed her eyes, wondering how she’d missed Sarah waking and heading for the bathroom. A faint smell of lilacs wafted through the room, perhaps Sarah’s shampoo or lotion. Her nose wrinkled—the odor always reminded Kelsey of her grandmother’s house, a stuffy, cob-web strewn bungalow always smelling of lilacs. 

Sarah slipped into a bra and panties and rubbed her hair with a towel. She paused, studied Kelsey for a moment, and said, “Medusa, right?”

“Huh?”

“My hair. Looks like Medusa.” Sarah frowned. “You know that bit Ben said about ‘free reign’ last night?” 

Kelsey dragged her toes in small circles on the floor. “Yes.  He said we could go anywhere inside the house.”

“Yeah, well except for the bathroom right on this floor.” 

“The bathroom?”

“You know the one, Kels. We all remember that night.” Sarah tossed the wet towel aside. “Well never fear. It’s locked solid. I had to go downstairs to use the shower.”

Kelsey stood and straightened her back, stretching. “That’s right… It’s locked.”

“You can’t tell me you wanted to go in there, right?”

Kelsey shook her head. No, she hadn’t wanted to go into the second floor bathroom. She’d made a point of brushing her teeth downstairs before bed. She hadn’t even thought to check the door. Once Ben said it was off limits, she’d forced it from her mind. 

“Well it’s locked.  Part of Ben’s game, I suppose. I thought maybe he was joking when he mentioned it last night. Guess not.” Sarah slipped a blouse over her pale, lithe torso. Her ribs made small peaks and valleys under her bra. “Looks like we’ll have to migrate for showers and midnight toilet runs. Don’t worry about the cameras, though. The bathrooms are evidently off limits. Don’t forget your microphone. We wouldn’t want to disappoint the boss.”

“Right,” Kelsey said, rubbing her eyes. “We wouldn’t want to disappoint the boss.”

 

~

 

Breakfast, like dinner the night before, was served on the sideboard in the dining room. Kelsey picked over the selection, choosing a small helping of what looked like scrambled eggs and dry toast. She slid into a chair on the side of the table, trying to be as small as possible. Erin and Sarah were sparring at the other end—

“No, I didn’t hear anything last night.  Out cold.” Sarah closed her eyes and mimicked a sleeping person with hands folded at the side of her face. “Maybe it was a ghost.”

“No,” Erin said. “More like someone pacing in the hall.”

“You’re on the second floor, too?” Sarah asked.

“Just down from the two of you. I’m in the blue room. Color by number… Curtains, quilt, wallpaper… It almost looks like a room in my Gran’s place in Santa Monica.” Erin fingered the handle of a coffee cup in front of her. “I swear I heard someone walking last night.”

“Kels?” Sarah turned to Kelsey. “You hear any late night wanderings? Maybe take a little sleep walk yourself?”

Kelsey shook her head and pushed a fork load of eggs into her mouth. She felt the camera’s presence in the corner of the room. The muscular man—Wayne—watched them through the lens. The other camera was missing as was the older man with the microphone.

“Nothing but the wind,” Sarah said. 

“The wind blows like footsteps in Kansas?  I’ve seen The Wizard of Oz, but really—”

Sarah snorted. “Wizard of Oz. That’s good.” She hooked a finger and spoke with a witch’s snarl, “I’ll get you my pretty. Ha. Footsteps in the hall. This is genuine haunted house, then.  Right from the start. Footsteps and locked rooms. Bo-ring.”

“I heard what I heard.” Erin sipped her coffee. 

“Heard what?” 

Kelsey glanced toward the parlor entryway and found Johnny standing there, rubbing his neck. He looked good, even in the morning with stubble on his chin and short hair matted on one side—no, especially in the morning with his face in disarray. But shadows hung below his eyes, darkened as though he’d been awake all night. If Erin really had heard footsteps, maybe Johnny was the phantom pacer. Johnny’s eyes met hers, and she shifted back to her plate.

“So, what did you hear… Erin, right?”

“Yeah. Erin Connolly. I thought someone was walking the hall last night.  Up and down.  The floor didn’t creak, not like I’d expect in a house this old. But someone was walking. Thump-thump-thump.”

“I noticed that, too. Not the pacing, but the other thing, how quiet the house is.” Johnny sauntered in the room. He wore a black t-shirt and jeans with nothing on his feet. “This place is quiet.”

Sarah cleared her throat. “It was quiet five years ago, too. That didn’t mean it was safe.” 

Kelsey laid down her fork. Sarah smirked at her. Kelsey understood: she’d done it intentionally, opened the door to her memories. Erin sat sipping her coffee but her eyebrows rose. She would ask, now. She would want to know about five years ago and she, Kelsey, was trapped in the room. There was no running, no hiding from the memories. Sarah might explain why the door on the second floor was locked. 

Erin set her cup on the table. “Mr. Wormsley sort of implied this last night… You’ve been here before?”

“Four of us have. Johnny, Kelsey, and our fearless leader. Ben—Mr. Wormsley.” 

Kelsey glanced at the camera. The black, shiny eye appeared to wink. The muscular man behind the camera didn’t move.

“So what were you doing? Sight-seeing? Seems like a pretty funny place to vacation.” Erin dabbed her lips with a napkin. “Mr. Wormsley didn’t say anything about being here before.  I mean he mentioned the second floor last night, but nothing else.”

“It wasn’t vacation,” Sarah said. Her lips drew into a line. 

Kelsey shook her head. 

Johnny pulled out a chair at the end of the table and sat. “No. We didn’t plan on spending any time in this place. What did he tell you about it?”

“Just he was filming a pilot for a new series, a reality show. They wanted a couple of UCLA students on board. He said we would be spending a week in an old house.  It’s a big place, isn’t it? I mean, big for out here in the country.”

“Big. Yeah.” Johnny snorted. “It’s as big as an inn, 19th century style. Nobody builds a three story farm house. Not in Kansas. Not even in the 1800s. I don’t even know where they found all the brick. But I guess it would make a nice spot for a show. Isolated. Spooky.”

Spooky, Kelsey thought. Yes, quite spooky. Not haunted, but spooky. Spooky and strange.

“A reality show?” Sarah asked. “Sounds like the same line of bullshit he fed me. When bullshit comes with a check for twelve grand, I’m listening. But reality programming? I’m not sure I buy it. Wormsley has a trick or two up his sleeve. I know why I came. I imagine Johnny and Kelsey have a similar story. Besides, we all have history with this house. What sold it to you? I mean, why did you agree to come along? Was it just the money?”

“No.” Erin fingered the edge of her cup as she spoke. She was nervous, Kelsey thought. More nervous than she had been so far. Did she know about the house? Did she suspect anything? “No, he said the house was supposed to be haunted—rumored to be haunted.  When he called to offer me the slot, well, he explained the rest.  He explained they were trying to put together a program which had appeal for the Most Haunted and Ghost Hunters crowd, but something with a mixed, reality-show feel.  Nothing else.”

“So he’d already mentioned it was haunted, even before you were selected?” Johnny asked. 

Erin nodded. “Yes. That’s about right. I signed up for the screening because Ben pitched the haunted house angle. I thought it sounded interesting.”

“Great, a junior ghost buster.” Sarah sighed. “I hate to burst your bubble, but I don’t think this place is haunted.”

Erin’s face dropped slightly. 

“Disappointed?” Johnny asked. 

“I don’t… I don’t know.” Erin pushed her coffee mug to the table’s center. “I guess I expected something interesting. Something out of the ordinary.” 

Kelsey ran her finger across the handle of her fork. The mound of yellow-white scrambled eggs on her plate looked cold and rubbery. She pushed the plate aside. 

“Anything wrong, Kels?” Sarah asked.

“Not haunted?” Heat rose across Kelsey’s back. “Not haunted, you said.  I’m not sure what you mean by haunting, but this place is loaded with bad mojo. Why don’t you tell Erin the truth? Why don’t you tell Erin why Ben wanted us here… Why he went out of his way to make sure the three of us joined his little club?” 

“I don’t understand.” Sarah smiled a dirty little grin. She was baiting Kelsey, picking at her until she broke. It was like a game to her, cat and mouse. 

Kelsey bristled. “Don’t you, Sarah?”

Johnny tilted his head toward Sarah and then set his eyes on Kelsey. They were cool and dark like two black marbles lost in the near snowfield of his pale face. “Yes you do, Sarah. Don’t be a bitch. Kelsey’s talking about Jared. Jared and the John Doe we found upstairs.”

Kelsey squirmed.

Johnny turned back to Erin. “Look, Erin, I can’t say this place is haunted. I’m not sure I believe in anything like a haunting, anyway.” He stiffened in his chair at the word haunting. “But I do know this: five years ago, the four of us—Kelsey, Sarah, Ben, Jared, and I—were on the way home from Colorado, a ski trip. I was driving and, well, lost control. Snow and ice everywhere.  We landed in a ditch about a quarter of a mile up the county road.  Just before you get to U.S. 36. This house was the only place for miles, and being as big as it is, it stuck out pretty well.”

“So you came to the house for shelter?” Erin asked.

“Yes, shelter. Or a phone. You’ve noticed, surely, no signal out here in the boonies? None of our cell phones would work then, just like they don’t work now. We needed a phone, at the least. The door was open—unlocked. We were freezing.”

“I’ve never been colder,” Sarah said, crossing her arms. Her grin had vanished. 

“We were all pretty cold. We found a phone, but it was dead. No sign of anyone in the house until we realized our friend, Jared, was gone.” 

“Gone?” Erin’s eyebrows knit together. “Where was he going to go in the middle of a snowstorm?”

“Shit. I don’t know.  He’s been gone since. The cops decided he went for help.” Johnny rubbed his neck again. “Sounds like a damn foolish thing to do in a place like this…”

Erin’s gaze fell on each of them in turn. When she got to Kelsey, she paused. “Was he a good friend?”

Kelsey nodded. “Sort of. We’d hung out quite a bit.” She looked at Sarah. 

Sarah’s eyes narrowed. “We weren’t very close.”

Johnny stood and found a coffee mug on the sideboard. “But Jared wasn’t the only mystery.” He began pouring coffee from a black carafe. “There was someone here, only—”

“He was dead,” Sarah said. “Suicide.  Slit both wrists in the second floor bathroom.” She mimicked the sound of a razorblade cutting skin while dragging a finger across her forearm.  “Just like that.  We found him upstairs—”

“In the locked bathroom,” Erin said. Her tan face had gone slightly pale. “God there must have been blood everywhere.”

Johnny and Kelsey exchanged a glance. Keep it quiet, she thought. No need to tell this poor girl anything else. No need to drag anymore demons from the past. No need to rehash old monsters, to paint memories in broad, blood-red strokes. Her eyes flicked to Sarah’s. A hint of malice danced in Sarah’s gaze, but her lips remained still.

“You see what I mean about haunted.” Johnny sipped his coffee.

The silence grew in the room, almost as it had the night before.  It was a full, pregnant silence in which Kelsey supposed each of the four toyed with their own thoughts of death and haunting and what it meant for a physical place to experience dark things. Kelsey closed her eyes and imagined her rats, the poor little white-coated critters scurrying through a maze, anxious to avoid whatever misstep brought the electric shock she’d administered but unaware the shocks were random, caused my no rodent action.  Her stomach turned over, cold and thick and uncomfortable. She glanced at the eggs again and wished she hadn’t tried to eat a thing. 

Steps pounded on the stairs, and Ben appeared in the foyer with Daniel at his side. 

“I can see you’ve all found breakfast,” he said. “Good.  We’re going to take a tour of the building today and see what mysteries we can uncover.”

 

 

 




Chapter 13: Round and Round
 

 

“The first thing you’ll notice,” Ben said after Johnny put on a pair of shoes and all six gathered in the foyer, “is that the house feels a bit smaller on the inside than it looked from the outside.  We won’t be taking any exterior tours, of course, as it would negate your contracts. Just trust me on this one.”

Both cameras were with them, recording everything. Watching everything. Kelsey tucked her dark curls behind her ears and glanced at both as she did. They stared at her—two big, black eyes, never blinking. Could the cameras cut through her skin and find the fear underneath? Did they know how much she missed her father? How much she still loathed the dark? Did they show how scared she was, how frightened? She swallowed hard. 

Ben continued. “This place has a pretty open layout for a house of its age. Each of the main rooms on the first floor is joined together by an open doorway, sort of.  I’m no architect, but I think it’s a post and lintel type design, somewhat Victorian.”

“The house is that old?” Erin asked. 

“Most likely,” Ben said. “I’m not sure it was a house, per se. Probably a hotel. I remember one like it in Dodge City when I was a kid. Of course in Dodge—”

Johnny coughed. 

“As I was saying,” Ben continued, “in Dodge there was a thriving cattle trade. But here we’re about two hundred miles too far north and sixty from the nearest city with an active railroad hub.”

“Obviously,” Johnny said.

“It’s in great shape.” Erin glanced at the ceiling. “Not even a minor groan from the floorboards.” She bent her knees and sprung up and down to prove a point. Her hair bounced with her. 

Ben nodded as he walked toward the parlor. “It’s in excellent shape. Opposite the entrance, you’ll find a similar room to the one in which we find ourselves. Not an exact mirror image, but close enough. Both rooms have the same dark woodwork and original crown molding. I believe it’s plaster, like the walls. It should be plaster. Anyway, the other room leads, through a post and lintel opening, to the kitchen. On—”

“What?” Johnny asked, interrupting. “A door on this side?”

Ben nodded. “Yes. There are two interior entrances to the kitchen.” 

Johnny looked at Kelsey. She shook her head slightly. There’d been one doorway five years ago, hadn’t there? She was almost positive—and Johnny thought so, too. 

“As I was saying,” Ben continued, “on this side, you’ll find the dining room and back hallway.  The dining room leads to the kitchen on the other side, and the back hallway opens to a bathroom. I know several of you showered down here this morning.”

“Funny to have a full bath on the first floor of a Victorian house, isn’t it?” Johnny asked. “You know, funny for a place which might not have had running water when it was built.”

Ben looked to the hallway and back. “Yes, yes I suppose it is. And you’re right—there wouldn’t have been any indoor plumbing when the house was built. But it’s there, John. You are free to utilize its services any time you need. Anyway, there’s a small room adjacent to the bathroom, maybe a linen room or maid’s quarters or—”

“Maid’s quarters on the first floor?” Johnny asked, interrupting again, this time with a sideways grin. “Sounds a little fishy, too.  Are you sure you know what the hell you’re talking about?”

A camera hummed and shifted focus. 

Ben flushed, straightened his back, and regained his composure. His eyes hardened toward Johnny. “Like I said, John, I’m no architect. This is all just speculation. The original house deed had been lost and no records of an owner—”

“But an unidentified suicide with impeccable cleanliness,” Johnny interrupted. 

“No records of an original owner could be found. If you ask around Muskotah, nobody remembers who built the place. Nobody knows who used to own it. It’s always just been here, according to anyone who bothered to speak with us.” Ben continued as though Johnny hadn’t interrupted him. “We estimated the age based on the floor plan.”

“Late 19th century.” Johnny leaned close to a wall and ran his forefinger across the surface. “Feels like plaster, but damn it’s in good shape.  Funny to find a wall in such good shape after all these years, isn’t it? Especially an old lath and plaster wall?” 

Ben’s gaze flicked toward the nearest camera. He forced a smile and replied, “I suppose it is. Now if we can continue? Good. The maid’s quarters will be a sort of base of operations for the crew—when they’re not in the RV, that is. As I said last night, no part of the house is off limits—”

“Except the second floor bathroom,” Erin said.

Ben nodded. “Yes. Except the bathroom on the second floor. No other part is off limits, even the crew’s base here on the first floor.” He waved for the others to follow as he stepped into the hallway. A light switch clicked and the small, darkly painted hall glowed with blue light reflected from the walls. The strange light played with each of their faces, making skin seem pale and cold as though it had been frozen. Ben grinned, and even his too-white teeth took on a blue tint. Kelsey looked over a shoulder, coming face to lens with a camera. 

“To the left is the bath. On the right you’ll find the door to the maid’s quarters. It’s shut now, but unlocked. I’m sure the rest of you—especially those on second floor—have found the bathroom useful.”

“Yes of course. But what about the top floor? Are you saying there’s a bathroom on the third floor?” Erin asked. 

“Yep. That’s what Mr. Wormsley is saying. I used it myself this morning.” Johnny pantomimed a man in the shower. “Funny having plumbing on the third floor of a Victorian era building, isn’t it? In what looks like a converted attic?” 

“You’ve established that already, John.” Ben’s lips pursed into a thin line. 

“Maybe they were just ahead for their time,” Sarah said. Her voice dripped with sarcasm. 

Kelsey had yet to step fully into the hallway. It looked rather crowded, and the light bothered her. Why was it blue? Why were all their faces covered in a thin sheet of blue? It was strange, like they’d been caught underwater too long or had slipped through a thin veil. The door to the first floor bathroom—the only one she’d used so far—was open, waiting. Her gaze followed the wall to the hallway ceiling. The walls, like the hallway and bedrooms upstairs, were papered. The other bathroom would be overhead, wouldn’t it? The locked bathroom. 

“If you’ll follow me, we’re taking a different route to the second floor.”  Ben moved through the small throng. His eyes caught Kelsey’s as he passed, and his arm brushed her shoulder. She flinched. “There’s another set of stairs leading to the second floor. We discovered them two nights ago.”

“A hidden staircase?” Erin asked.

“No.” Ben paused, but didn’t turn around. “We hadn’t spent much time digging around, to tell the truth. This one isn’t a secret passage.”

They came to a door at the end of the small, first floor hallway. Kelsey held back and lingered at the rear. She looked over her shoulder. A window marked the hallway’s far end. The blue light hummed. Small, abstract shapes in the wallpaper looked like they moved. The thing which whispered to her last night had been following her. It was there, in the hall. Kelsey stepped closer to the group. Ben’s voice rose and fell—she couldn’t tell what he was saying. The wallpaper things started toward her. Coming closer. She could almost hear the minute skittering of their little insect feet. Patterns shifted and changed. Her head swum, spinning as though passing into a troubled sleep—

A hand caught her arm.

“Kels?” 

Johnny rested his hand on her shoulder. He smiled. “You all right?”

“Just spacing out a little.” She shuddered and offered a sheepish look. “I’m not being very brave, am I?”

Johnny shrugged. “Ben’s really amping up the spook factor. He’s trying to scare us with all the Victorian mysterious second staircase business. I bet this house was slapped together after World War II.”

“Really? Bricks like this?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me. Yeah, it seems a bit out of time, but think about how clean it is, how well built.” He ran a hand over the wall. The little black shapes didn’t move. The wallpaper steadied itself. “I wouldn’t even be surprised if it was newer.  Maybe an old frame gutted and rebuilt. It is awfully damn big, though.”

The others began filing into the doorway at the end of the hall. Sarah paused and glared over her shoulder. She was still jealous, still protective of Johnny. 

“The others are going,” Kelsey said. “We should—”

“We should what?” Johnny smiled. “We’re never alone with our friend the camera.” He waved.

Kelsey spun, surprised to see the thin, mousy cameraman standing behind her in the hall. The black-eyed lens watched them. “He wasn’t there a minute ago,” Kelsey said.

“You have to be on your toes, I guess. C’mon, Kels. Let’s catch the rest of the tour. See if Wormsley offers any more Looney Tunes descriptions of this place. We don’t need his imagination to think terrible thoughts, do we? At least we aren’t doing it alone.”

The warm press of Johnny’s hand on her shoulder disappeared. Kelsey pulled her attention away from the camera and followed. The back staircase was narrow with each step less than a foot deep.  She leaned on the wall and tilted each foot to fit the slender steps.  The staircase wound twice at ninety degree angles until opening into a second floor room, bigger than the yellow bedroom by at least half and covered with a sleepy, almost blue-grey wallpaper dotted with tiny flowers. It may have been a bedroom, too, but now they found it empty save for a few trunks pushed to one side. Two doors waited on adjacent walls. 

“Does anyone want to guess where we are, relative to the rest of the house, of course.” Ben pushed his smile around the room, pausing for the cameras. “Any takers?”

“Well, duh. The second floor.” Sarah rolled her eyes. 

“Obviously,” said Ben. “But where on the second floor?”

“In a room,” Sarah said. “Near our bedroom. The yellow room.”

Ben shook his head. “Afraid not.”

Johnny knocked a fist against one wall with a door. “I’d say the end of the hall to the right of the stairs.”

“You’re right. So this door leads—”

“Okay. I get it now.” Sarah turned the knob and yanked the door open. “To the hall.  The yellow bedroom is the first door past the stairs on your left. Kels and I are going to eat Lorna Doones and tell ghost stories after dinner. Everyone’s invited.”

“Right. I know a few good ones, but the all have hooks in them.” Johnny said, holding up his fingers bent in a jagged curl. “How about you Kels?”

“What?” Kelsey had wandered across the room, past the dust-covered trunks. She drifted, without conscious thought, toward the other door in the room. 

“So you know where this other door leads, Kelsey?” Ben stepped closer to her. “You know what’s behind this door?”

“The bathroom,” she said. 

“The bathroom.” The smile flickered on Ben’s lips—flickered and almost vanished. He didn’t move for a moment. Kelsey imagined his memories brought the same images she’d remembered: the dead man, the spotless, clear water, the cold, blue look in the dead man’s glassy eyes. The bathroom. “It’s locked for now.  No reason to dredge up bad memories.” He pulled his attention away from the door and grinned at Kelsey.

She heard the word yet in her head as sure as Ben had said it. No reason to dredge up bad memories, yet. 

“Then why this house?” Johnny asked. “Why play your little game for the cameras here if not for the bad memories?”

Ben glanced toward a camera. Wayne’s face was hidden, devoured by the black lens. “I got a good deal on the property. Plenty of space.  No one else around to get in the way.”

Erin chewed her lip. 

Kelsey watched her. She studied the younger woman’s body language, the way she carried her body, how she shrank a little from the group. Why wasn’t she speaking up? Why didn’t she mention haunted houses? Why didn’t she mention now, in front of Ben, what she’d said earlier that morning? Then she had it. She understood.

“Memories…” Kelsey said. “Four of us—including you, Ben—have memories of this place. Awful memories.” She shuddered. The room had grown cold, frigid as the house had been five years ago. They’d stumbled across it in a time of need, lost in the snow. The cold burrowed into her bones and touched her marrow, and now, now they were back. She looked up, finding all eyes in the room pointed toward her.

“I don’t have any memories here. But what they told me, Mr. Wormsley… God,” Erin said.  “I can’t imagine wanting to come back.”

Ben’s dark eyes flicked toward Kelsey. “I’m sure they all had their reasons—”

“Look,” Sarah interrupted. “I’m not sure I wanted to come back, okay, but I couldn’t say no to the money. Johnny?”

He shrugged. “Agreed. I didn’t want anything to do with this damn place, but things have been rough since I got back. A medical discharge can hang over you like a cloud, a thick black smudge everyone can see. It’s not like jobs are just landing in my lap. All that stuff about veteran’s benefits? Bullshit. My savings are drying up.” 

“See, Erin? I thought I could help my friends. Once I had funding for the show, I sought them out. I thought I could share a little good fortune.” Ben stepped into the hallway. “And here we are, sharing our good fortune. Let’s take a peek down the hall at the ladies’ bedrooms and then on to the third floor.”

The others followed, one after the other. Johnny paused at the door and glanced back at Kelsey. Let him go, she thought. Let them all go and wander through this horrid, horrid house. Let them play little games in the belly of this great brick and stone monster. Kelsey watched them trail down the hallway before taking a deep breath and stepping after them. She would put up her walls. She would build a safe shell and hide inside. Six more days and she could forget the house forever. 

 

 




Chapter 14: Lights Out
 

 

Kelsey hated the smell of nail polish, but didn’t want to be anywhere else. The yellow room was the happiest in the drab old place, better than Erin’s blue or the uninhabited purple bedroom, and even cheerier than the parlor and kitchen. The third floor, the faux attic with its sloping ceilings and dusty wood paneling, was out of the question. Clouds moved back into the area after noon, and the windows hung with the same, dull grey sky outside. She lay on her bed, propped on an elbow with a copy of Murdie’s Principles of Learned Behavior open to an article discussing the effects of intermittent punishment. She wasn’t reading but flipping the pages back and forth, killing time, and waiting for the days to tick from the calendar until she was free.

Sarah looked up from her toenails, a small brush in one hand. “I think you scared valley girl shitless this morning. I don’t think she was prepared for the whole dead body thing.”

Kelsey murmured.

“You know, Kels, I miss you. We used to hang out in school—what happened?”

Kelsey glanced at the window. Still grey. “What do you mean?”

“What happened to us? We hit the bars at least once a week back in college. Then…” Sarah waved her hands like an explosion. “Poof.”

Kelsey knew what had happened. The house happened. Jared happened. A dead man, a John Doe suicide in a bathtub happened. She snapped her book shut and sat up.  Her feet came together as she crossed her legs. “We all grew up, I guess. Johnny opted for the Army. I graduated, moved on to grad school.”

“I didn’t.” Sarah frowned. “I regret it, now. I’ve thought about going back, maybe even trying to finish my degree online—I’m only twenty hours away from a B.S.”

“Why don’t you?”

Sarah put the cap on the nail polish bottle, but did not screw it on tightly. “Dunno. I guess I felt like it was a closed door. Like I wasn’t wanted in school anymore. Now I’m five years older—an old woman compared to the twenty-year-olds running around the place.”

Kelsey nodded. “Sometimes I feel that way.”

“But you’re a doctoral student. You’re supposed to be older, right? Older and so much brainier.” Sarah flopped back onto her bed, holding her fingers and toes in the air, allowing them to dry. “I’d be a freak in undergrad classes.”

“Don’t say that. There are plenty of—”

The lights blinked.

“Did you see that?”

“The lights?” Kelsey stood and moved toward the wall switch. “They flickered didn’t they?”

“Yes,” Sarah said. “Quick. On, off. It seems a touch darker now, too. Like they aren’t getting as much juice. Maybe this old joint can’t keep up with the demand. You know, the cameras and everything.”

“The cameras?” Kelsey frowned. “I thought they were battery operated.” She flicked the switch on and off. The light responded, and for a brief moment, while the light was off, the grey rectangle of sky framed by the window glowed. Shadows moved in shadow, and then light banished the monsters. “The switch seems fine.”

“Just old wiring, I suppose.” Sarah blew on her fingers. After a moment, her eyes flipped up and fixed on Kelsey. A hint of cold malice clung in her gaze. “What do you think of that valley girl? Erin?”

“She seems okay.”

“Okay?” Sarah’s nose crinkled. “I think she’s a brat.” Sarah held out her fingers and took a long look at the nails. “And I think Ben put her up to something. Either that or…”

“What do you mean?”

“Hearing footsteps at night. The oldest damn trick in the book. If she heard footsteps, we would have too, right?  I mean she’s got a room right across the hall. We would have heard footsteps, too.”

Kelsey nodded. “I suppose.”

“Did you?” Sarah asked.

“No.” Kelsey shook her head. “I didn’t hear any… Footsteps.”

Sarah’s lips curled. “What was that?”

“What was what?”

“You paused just then. You said you didn’t hear any, pause, footsteps. Did you hear anything else? Are you receiving phantom signals from beyond the grave?”

Kelsey squirmed inside but held her back rigid. She hadn’t heard a voice. That had been her imagination. “No. Nothing. And it wouldn’t make sense for Ben’s show, anyway.”

“How do you mean?”

Kelsey tried to smile. “The cameras shut off after midnight, right?”

“Oh yeah. Good point. You do have some serious brains in that skull of yours. So… Speaking of cameras, where do you think they are, anyway? I haven’t seen Wayne and Larry—”

“Wayne and Nick. The sound guy’s name is Howard, I think.”

Sarah’s face screwed up. “Whatever. I haven’t seen the camera guys since the tour, since we poked our heads in the third floor bedrooms. I’ll admit I was a little freaked to come here, but now—now that all seems foolish. This is just an old house. A silly old house. Nothing more. A silly old house with a head full of bad memories.” 

Foolish. Kelsey had been foolish to worry, to whine to Brit about the trip and worry about anything. The house was just a house. Sarah was right. Any voice she heard in the night had to be her imagination—her overactive imagination fueled with a million years of evolutionary fear of the dark and bad memories. “I was freaked, too. Worried, I mean.”

“At week’s end, you and I are going to be twelve grand less worried. Easiest money I’ve ever made. Things have been kind of tight lately. After they cut my hours at the store—”

This time, the lights did not flicker. They went dark without a sound, not even a tiny pop. On, then off. Darkness fell on the room. Sarah let out a slight squeal. “Well shit—I didn’t expect that,” she said. “Damn. I’ve knocked my polish over.” 

Kelsey slipped off the bed and moved toward the window, like an insect drawn by kinesis, she moved to the light. She was wrong: the house wasn’t just a house. It had been listening to them, and when Sarah insulted it—called it silly—it shut off the power. Kelsey closed her eyes. Those thoughts were childish and illogical, but she couldn’t put them out of her mind. 

“Do you smell that?” Sarah asked. There was a sound of bedclothes rustling.

“Smell?”

“Like cold… It’s a cold smell, like when it’s snowing.”

“Cold doesn’t smell,” Kelsey said.

“Like hell. It smells like a snowy day.” 

Kelsey’s left hand slipped behind her and bumped the window pane. The smooth, cold glass sent a quick shock through her wrist like a piece of ice. She gasped.

“Are you all right?”

“Sure. I just bumped the window, that’s all. It’s cold.  Really cold like I put my hand against a hunk of frozen metal.”

“Funny.”

“What’s funny?” Kelsey drew her frigid fingers away from the window and rubbed them against her jeans. Her eyes had begun to adjust to the room’s dim light. The beds took shape as two masses of black. Sarah’s shape shifted and turned. Grey window light lit her face, framing it in a tiny, glowing patch. 

“I found my polish bottle and the cap, but not a drop spilled on the floor.”

“Maybe it was almost empty,” Kelsey said. She knew—somehow she knew it wasn’t true, but she offered it anyway.

“No. I just bought it before coming here. It had to be—”

Kelsey jumped as the bedroom door clicked open. Dim yellow light from the hallway framed a figure, tall and slender. 

“You ladies doing okay in the dark?” Johnny asked. 

“We could use some company.  Who’s got the flashlight?”

“Daniel and I are out here. We’re going downstairs to meet Erin in the living room. Ben said the generator kicked off, too.”

“Too?” Sarah asked. “What do you mean, too?”

“Didn’t you see the lights flicker? The main power went out.  Ben had a generator installed to keep the lights on, but that failed.”

Kelsey turned and looked down from the window. Two shapes moved in the mid-day gloom: Wayne, the big muscular man, and another she assumed was Ben although it was hard to see clearly. Wayne waved his arms and pointed toward the house. The other shape shook his head. 

“Kels?” 

She turned away from the window. 

Johnny held out a hand. “Are you coming with us, Kelsey?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m coming.”

 




Chapter 15: Drop Script
 

 

Johnny led Kelsey down the stairs. One hand held a tiny flashlight, and the other clutched Kelsey’s ice-cold right hand.  She’d wanted to hold Johnny’s hand for years, to be close to him and feel the press of his flesh, but not like this. Not in this awful place. Sarah had been wrong about the house, and Kelsey had been just as wrong to join her. The house wasn’t silly. It was evil.  It had turned off the lights and made sure they were left groping about in the dark. It laughed at them in silence and waited. It could wait as long as it needed.

Seven days… For the first time, Kelsey felt as though she might not leave the house at all.

“I want to have a meeting,” Erin said from the foot of the stairs. Her eyes were fixed on Kelsey. She’d singled Kelsey out and searched her face. Was she looking for an ally? “I want us to talk about the next week and figure out what we’re going to do.”

“Shit,” Sarah muttered as she dropped on the parlor couch. “Do you want somebody to blow a fucking conch shell and get Wormsley and the camera boys in here, too?”

Erin’s head whipped toward Sarah and her long pony tail swung across her back. “I don’t know what I’ve done to you. I’ve tried to be nice. I’ve tried to—”

“Yeah, Sarah, back off, okay?” Johnny dropped Kelsey’s hand, rounded the corner,  and stepped into the parlor. His hands hung limp at his hips, swaying as he walked. “We should have a group pow-wow before the ever present eye rejoins us. Big Brother’s people are all outside having some sort of moment.”

“A moment?” Sarah asked.

“A disagreement. Something.” Johnny jerked a finger toward the door. “Out on the lawn. The forbidden zone for us.”

“It’s true,” Kelsey said. She remained on the bottom step. Her hand wouldn’t budge from the rail. “They’re outside. I saw a cameramen—Wayne—waving his hands. He looked upset.”

“It’s just the power,” Sarah said. She crossed her arms. “Once the electricity kicks back on, we’ll be up to our eyebrows in Hollywood.”

Kelsey eyed the front door. She could go. She could leave any time she wanted to, couldn’t she? What if the lights didn’t come back? What if they had to spend the next six and a half days in the dark house? She walked from the bottom step and moved toward the door. Twelve thousand… Was it worth it?

A hand caught her arm.

“What are you doing, Kels?” Johnny’s eyes fixed on hers. “Don’t forfeit your payday for a blown fuse.”

Kelsey shook her head and pulled away from Johnny. “Sorry, I was just thinking.”

“I was, too. Thinking about that guy out there—Benjamin Wormsley.” Johnny spoke as he walked into the parlor again, this time circling behind the couch and Sarah. “I don’t know what’s been going on for the guy since he left Kansas, but he sure seems ready and willing to play the Wizard.”

“What?” Daniel’s shoulders slumped. “Play the Wizard?”

“When you live here your whole life, Danny boy, you get used to the Wizard of Oz jokes.” Sarah pointed a finger over her shoulder, indicating Johnny. “I think soldier boy is making a reference to Wormsley’s desire to put on a good show. Like the Wizard—but like the Wizard, Ben’s show is all smoke and mirrors. I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t blow the power himself.”

“On purpose?” Erin asked. 

“Of course. Better drama.”

“But the cameramen… Wouldn’t they know?” Kelsey asked. She still hadn’t joined the others in the parlor. She was on the outside, pushed away by the newcomer, by Erin. Erin and Sarah fought because they were so much alike: thin, blonde, attractive. But she was the outsider. She didn’t belong anymore. Was that why Erin had stared at her? Was she trying to piece the puzzle together? Once the other two realized they didn’t need her, Kelsey would be left behind. She already drifted away. 

She wanted to insulate herself. 

“What do you mean?” Johnny asked. 

“They looked like they were arguing.” 

Sarah sighed. “Smoke and mirrors.”

“Maybe,” Johnny said. “I think we need to be on guard, that’s all. Something’s up. Wormsley will throw whatever he can at us. If this generator trick was his, it’s only the start. He was always a sneaky little prick. Now he has money to back up his games. I just want us to be ready, to give him a united front.”  He patted Sarah on the shoulder. “So cease fire, okay?”

“Whatever.”

“What about you, Erin? You called a family meeting, too.” He leaned against the couch’s back and nodded toward Erin.

The younger blonde’s face went pale. She nibbled her lip and glanced at the door. “It’s this house,” she said. “It’s hard to explain, really. I know you have a history here and I don’t, but it’s starting to—”

The front door opened with a bang.

“Well hello everyone,” Ben said. “Looks like I’m missing the party.”

 




Chapter 16: Let it Snow
 

 

Ben beat his coat sleeves as he strolled into the room. “I suppose it’s kind of hard to have much of a party in the dark. Wayne thinks he can get the power rolling again once he locates the main panel.”

“So it was a blown fuse?” Sarah asked. 

“More likely the main breaker. The whole house is dead, right?” Ben asked. 

Dead. The word rattled in Kelsey’s head. Dead. 

“Funny choice of words, Wormsley.” Johnny stood. “We’ve been wondering what games you’re going to have us play. What little secrets you have in store. I guess a little power outage is step one.”

“You think I had something to do with this? You don’t trust me?” 

Johnny walked around the end of the couch. He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I trust the contract I signed. I don’t trust what that contract didn’t say. There wasn’t a word in there about the second floor or the ‘off limits’ bathroom. I wonder what else we might be in for.”

Ben slipped out of his coat, and now it dangled from his hand. “The bathroom… I thought it would be easier, considering what we witnessed a few years back.”

“Considering? Don’t you mean because of what we witnessed?”

“What the hell are you talking about? You didn’t have to come.”

“No.” Johnny ran a hand over his shorn hair. “I didn’t. But you don’t have to lie, either.”

“John… No one is lying.” 

Johnny shook his head. His mouth opened and he continued to argue, but Kelsey had drifted away. She’d had enough. Voices became murmurs. She backed from the front door, moved through the opposite sitting room, and now found herself at the entrance to the kitchen.  The walls sucked in the sound, dousing the angry words both men continued to spew. It all felt distant now, blissfully far away. How many more days? 

The kitchen walls were light yellow and bright, and sunlight danced through the windows—more windows than either front room combined. It was as though she’d stepped into another house, a happy place full of cheer and sun.

Kelsey moved to the back of the kitchen. She stretched to see from the window over the sink until the counter pressed against her ribs. Wayne and Nick were in the backyard, neither equipped with a camera. Wayne pointed to the back door. Kelsey glanced toward the kitchen door which led in from the yard.  Her eyes went back to the window. Nick put his hands up then nodded. They disappeared around the corner of the house. 

They were coming. 

Kelsey slid away from the window and tensed. Footsteps pounded on the porch. Two voices rattled the door. She skittered across the kitchen and slid behind the entrance wall to the dining room. The yellow checked curtains behind the sink fluttered as the door opened. Cold air gusted through the room and brushed Kelsey’s skin. Winter rode the air. She cowered.

A man stamped his feet. 

“Starting to snow, too,” Wayne said in his deep, booming voice. 

“I hope we’re not stuck out here. Like we could end up as some bullshit latter day Donner party. No electricity means no heat. No heat—this is crazy shit.”

“We’ve got the fireplace. Chill, man. First things first, we look in the basement for the breakers.”

“We’ve already been down there, Wayne. Remember. I scoped the place out before the kids came.” 

“And?”

“No breakers, buddy. The panel’s not in the house. Nada.”

“It has to be.”

Kelsey clutched the wall. Her hand grew slick with sweat. No breakers—impossible. 

“We’ll check again.”

“Fine. Whatever. You just have to tell herr director when the Psycho house doesn’t cough up its secrets, got it?”

“Sure,” Wayne replied in his rumbling voice. “We check downstairs and then kick some sense into the generator.”

Footsteps hammered down the basement stairs, fading until they vanished below. Kelsey held her breath, listening. Waiting. She could go back into the living room—she should join the others. Safety in numbers. Gooseflesh plucked her upper arms, but it wasn’t brought by the cold. 

“Kels?” 

The voice came from the parlor. She turned. 

“Kels, what the hell are you doing back there?” Sarah stood on the big dining room table’s other side. “You look like you’re hiding.”

“Just… I had to go to the bathroom,” she lied. 

“So you were hugging a wall?” Sarah came closer. 

Kelsey tried to smile, to shrug off Sarah’s sarcasm. She had been hugging a wall, hadn’t she? Silly—a frightened little girl who ran from the camera crew. 

“I overheard the crew,” she said. 

“You were spying.” A mischievous grin split Sarah’s thin face. “What’s the scoop? Ben and Johnny have been going rounds about this place. Johnny’s convinced Ben is playing some kind of fun house game with us. The lights, he said, are only the beginning. Were Wayne and Larry plotting against us? What’d you hear—is it all part of Wormsley’s scheme?”

“Their names are Wayne and Nick,” Kelsey said. “And no… They were trying to restore the power.”

Sarah’s eyes narrowed and she pulled her lower lip between a thumb and forefinger. “A likely story. Fun house games.”

“What?”

“Like a carnival, sweetie. We’re in the haunted mansion.”

“Why don’t they have their cameras?”

Sarah shrugged. “Taking a union break. Maybe Wormsley should have paid them more. Let’s go join the others. I don’t want to miss the fireworks.” Sarah touched Kelsey’s hand.

Kelsey shook her head and pulled her hand away. 

“What’s wrong?”

 “I think it was a mistake.”

“Mistake?”

“Coming here.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s the best decision you’ve made in a long time, sweetie.” Sarah leaned closer. “Twelve grand.”

Kelsey closed her eyes. The best decision she’d made in a long time? She shook her head, trying to find a memory of her father’s face. She couldn’t. “I don’t know.”

Sarah frowned. A shadow brushed her cheek. Her face looked sunken all of a sudden, pale and gaunt. 

“Are you all right?” Kelsey asked. “You look a little tired.”

Sarah looked as though she might be sick, but nodded. Her lips drew into a line and then she spoke. “I’m fine. Fine. I’m going. See you in there, okay? I’m still waiting on little Miss California to give us some ghost whisperer bullshit about the great beyond.” She moved to the table’s edge. 

“Erin’s not that bad,” Kelsey said. 

“Suit yourself, sweetie.”  Sarah leaned closer. “She’s got spoiled valley girl bitch written all over her.” 

“Sarah… Please…”

“Please what? I’m here for the money. I don’t have to play nice or make friends with blondie.” She slipped around the corner. Kelsey didn’t move; she couldn’t. The kitchen lights sputtered and then leapt to life. She decided Wayne and Nick must have found the panel. Kelsey took a deep breath, inhaling clean air. One foot following the other, she made her way to the parlor and her friends. 

Six days. 

Six more days and she would walk away. 

No more house. No more dark mazes. Maybe she could buy some treats for the rats.

 




Chapter 17: Open Wounds
 

 

Johnny left the parlor fuming, and now, lying on his third floor bed, he stared at the ceiling. The fumes dissipated, although slowly. He traced the cracks in the ceiling with his eyes, counting the intersections of wood planks. The third floor—or attic—had a rougher look than the rest of the house. It was more rustic. Wood panel wainscoting and the plank ceiling reminded Johnny of his uncle’s fishing cabin in Wisconsin. 

Funny—he hadn’t thought about the cabin in years. How old had he been—seventeen, eighteen—the last time Uncle Mel had them to the cabin? That was all before Mel’s prostrate cancer, the chemo, and the funeral. Years ago. Before college, the house, and Afghanistan. 

Jesus, not again. Johnny rolled over, closing his eyes. 

He didn’t need his eyes to see the thick layer of shit-yellow dust on clothing and skin and buildings and his Humvee. Dust covered everything. He didn’t need his eyes to remember the way Ty Miller’s face looked seconds before the rigged howitzer shell ripped open the side of their Humvee and a hunk of shrapnel tore a gash in Miller’s throat. The blood came to Johnny in his sleep. He saw it pour from the tap. He even pissed blood. No—

Johnny’s fingertips explored the place under his shirt where thick lumps of skin reminded him about the shrapnel in his body. Wounds healed, but scars remained. His fingers found the rough blemish on his arm from the would-be robber at Shop Quick. Why were there no nightmares of convenience stores and crooks with bad aim? 

He slid his legs from the bed’s edge and sat up. His suitcase lay open on the small table by the wall. Johnny went to it, rummaged inside, and felt the cold, hard handle of his pistol. He lifted the gun, a Ruger Mark II .22 caliber, and studied the smooth, dark metal and clean lines. Lost in thought, he didn’t here the gentle knock or the door open. 

“Whatcha doing?” 

A wave of heat shot through Johnny’s body. He shoved the gun under a clump of clothing and turned to face Sarah. 

“Jesus, you scared me.”

She smiled. Her hair was down around her shoulders. She looked very much like the beautiful, vibrant Sarah he’d dated five years ago… Much like that Sarah, but changed somehow: harder, more angular. It wasn’t just her age. They’d all aged. This new Sarah held pain inside; he could almost see it in her eyes. They both had some pain inside, but Sarah’s was different. She stepped into the room.

“So, like I said, whatcha doing?”

“Just resting.” Johnny flipped the cover closed on his suitcase. “Just passing time until dinner.”

Sarah came still closer. He remembered her smell—sweet and slightly sharp like alcohol.

“Not much to do in this place is there?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“I’ve missed you, John.”

“It’s been a long time. Being around everyone—you and Kels and Ben—it brings back a lot of memories.”

“A long time. Too long.” She was close enough to feel her heat. “I’ve thought about you so much. I’ve wondered what I did wrong, what I could do differently if I had another chance.”

“Sarah…”

She put her hand on his chest. Johnny’s heart beat strong and hard. An old, stirring feeling pushed blood through his body. She looked so different—so worn out. He pulled away. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked. 

“I’m… I don’t think the time is right, Sarah. I’m not the same man I was. I wasn’t even a man. So much has changed.”

Sarah’s hand dropped. Her lips straightened. “I don’t care.”

“I do.”

She nodded. Without a word, Sarah left Johnny’s room, vanishing into the hallway. He turned back to the bed, collapsed on the mattress, and closed his eyes. 

Six days.

 

~

 

The cameras had been back at dinner. 

Sarah hated the cameras. She hated them almost as much as Erin, as much as the fresh faced blonde girl from California, a custom recruit off the campus of UCLA. Fuck her, from her long, platinum hair to her blue eyes and firm, perky tits. Let Erin Connolly be the star, the pert little hottie from the land of sunshine. Sarah didn’t need any of that shit, did she? She just wanted her money, she wanted Johnny, and she wanted the next six days to tick off the calendar. 

The cameras watched. They poked and poked and poked with their cold black lenses. 

She had eaten too much. She had stuffed forkful and forkful into her mouth and swallowed after barely chewing. What was dinner, anyway? Chicken fried steak? Macaroni and cheese from a box? She had found it too easy to stuff the empty spaces with food, even tasteless swill from some hole-in-the wall small town diner. With the cameras watching over them, Johnny and Ben had kept their truce. Conversation was polite and pointless. Erin had tried to make peace, too, asking Sarah about her family. 

Fuck her. 

When the others, followed by the cameras, had made their way into the parlor for post-dinner chit-chat, Sarah had turned for the stairs. 

“I’m going to chill out upstairs,” she had said. 

It was easy to lie. It was easy to travel the extra flight of stairs and find herself at Johnny’s door. She opened it with ease, too. His suitcase called her. She’d seen him with a gun, hadn’t she? Why did he have a gun? Why would he bring a gun to this God-awful house? Her hands touched his clothing. She ran fingers over his soft, cotton shirts and found the pistol. 

It was heavy and metal and almost black. The barrel was narrow, almost so narrow her little finger wouldn’t fit inside. The gun forced a shudder through her body. She stuffed it back under the shirts and lifted her face. 

On the wall behind the little table a mirror gave her a reflection. 

The mirror hadn’t been there before, had it? She could almost swear it was new. 

God she looked fat. 

Steak and potatoes and fat. 

That was Johnny’s problem. She was fat—she’d really bloated out since he’d been away, and now he wanted nothing to do with the new, chubby Sarah. She touched her cheek. Fat. She could purge again. One more time wouldn’t hurt, would it? It couldn’t. She’d been clean for years… One more tickle in her throat, one more purge in the third floor toilet… 

Sarah turned away from the mirror and found the small bathroom down the hall. 

The others, all of them chatting away on the first floor, wouldn’t hear her at all.




Chapter 18: Whiteout
 

 

Sleep dueled with Kelsey until, at last, the woman surrendered. 

She’d dreamed of Jared so often of late that she expected to see her old friend and his simple, comforting smile. She anticipated the same, horrific end to the dream—the discovery of his desiccated body in the stand of trees near the house or his emaciated corpse walking through the second floor hallway. She’d wrestled with dreams of that type before. 

But Kelsey’s dreams brought her father, healthy and fit as he had been long before the stroke. He came to her in his pale blue work shirt, the one with his name stitched in red above the left breast. He held out his hand and led her into a maze of brown, aged wood. They turned into the maze, and she followed her father past several turns. In the dream, she felt the need to speak to her father’s ghost. She opened her mouth, she tried, but the dream remained as silent as a lonely tomb. But, as if he heard her, the man stopped, turned his head slightly, and held a finger to his lips. 

The face began to decompose, thin strips sliding down the sides until yellow bone pushed through. As it did so, the skull rotated until Kelsey stared deep into the black and empty wells in her dream-father’s eyes once floated. 

She gave a gasp and woke, sweating. Sunlight played at the edge of the window shade. 

Another day. 

She came closer to the end with each night. Five nights more…

Sarah’s bed was empty. Kelsey sat up and stared into the corners of the room. The travel clock read 7:43 AM. 

Just a dream. 

Just a dream.

 

~

 

Downstairs in the dining room, Sarah dumped a heaping mass of hash browns onto her plate. She dropped the lid on the chafing dish and moved on to the next. 

“I know hash browns don’t travel well, but these look pretty crispy.” 

She removed the next lid and forked three links of sausage. 

“The sausage is still steaming, too. Good to know Ma and Pa home-cookin’ weren’t slowed down by the snow.”

“Not yet,” Johnny muttered.

Behind her at the table, Johnny nursed a mug of black coffee. Erin leaned on her hands across from Johnny, an empty plate in front of her. Dark smudges marred the skin under her eyes, making it appear she hadn’t slept much the night before. Wayne stood in the corner, his face behind the camera. 

Kelsey’s eyes went to the camera as soon as she entered the room. Its black eye hovered over the room, all-seeing. She squirmed slightly, but found a smile when Johnny looked at her. 

“Good morning, Kels.  Breakfast is served—that is as long as Sarah saves you any.”

Sarah frowned and scraped her fourth sausage link back into the dish. “Funny, John.”

Johnny shrugged.

“Are you all right, Erin?” Kelsey asked as she slid into a chair at the table’s end. “You look a little sleepy.”

“Right. Sleepy,” Sarah muttered through a mouthful of sausage. “Looks like you were up all night.”

Erin straightened in her chair. “I always have trouble sleeping in strange places.”

“Don’t tell the house,” Sarah said. “It might not like being called strange.”

“I don’t mean the house, exactly.” Erin pushed a strand of blonde hair from her forehead. “It’s just new to me. That’s what I meant by strange.”

“Maybe you wanted to listen for more footsteps,” Sarah offered. She dumped ketchup on her potatoes, spilling an extra blob next to the sausages. “What?” she protested when Kelsey flashed a glare at her. 

“I believe Erin heard a noise two nights ago,” Kelsey said. “I believe her.”

Erin rubbed her cheek. “Well it was too quiet last night. If anyone else heard steps, they were mine. I got up around three and walked around a little. Somebody upstairs snores. The whole house was quiet. Crazy, eerie quiet. The snow stopped sometime before four. The flakes were big and fat and tumbling slowly, and then nothing. The sky is still pretty grey Someone should check the weather, just to be safe.”

“Safe?” Johnny asked. 

“Yeah… I’m just thinking how none of us, really, wants to be stuck here with no food.” Erin surveyed the others’ faces. Sarah shoveled fork loads of hash browns into her mouth. Kelsey dropped her attention to her hands, both of them spread on the table top. Johnny cleared his throat and tossed back another shot of coffee. 

“No one wants that, Erin.” Johnny set his mug on the table. “Ben mentioned stock in the pantry. I’m sure he’s planned for the contingencies. The odds are against it snowing enough to trap us here, anyway. Especially in December.”

Sarah wagged her fork in the air. “Yeah. I know you might not be familiar with the cold white stuff, but most blizzards dump on us in January or February.” 

“What if something else happens?” Erin asked. 

Kelsey leaned forward. She heard a hint in Erin’s voice, a tiny trace of fear. “What do you mean, something else?”

“Someone gets hurt. An injury we can’t deal with here in the house. What if someone needs medical attention and we can’t call for it? What if we can’t get out because of the snow?”

Sarah wiped her mouth on a paper napkin. “My car might not be much to look at, but she’s pretty good in slush. I had two new tires put on, too. Mary Jane is a front-wheel drive scrapper.”

Johnny chuckled. “You still drive Mary Jane?”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Somebody stuck with me, at least.”

Erin’s face was still pale, still stretched and afraid. She chewed her lip, staring at the surface of the big dining room table with blank, long-distance eyes. Kelsey read what she could in Erin’s face—maybe she read too much, maybe she assumed too much, but Erin wore the face of real fear, almost like she knew her anxieties were going to happen, they were going to come true. Someone was going to be hurt. Somehow this girl knew. 

“Speaking of cars…” Johnny pushed his empty mug toward the middle of the table. “Where are ours, anyway?”

Sarah speared a sausage. “Dunno. I figured Wormsley’s guys did what he said.” She bit off half of the sausage and started chewing.

“Which was?” Johnny asked. “I got here late, remember?”

“They parked them somewhere else. He didn’t want to sully the shot or whatever. They must have taken them around back… Parked them behind the house.”

“Have you looked out back?” Johnny asked. 

“I have,” Kelsey said. “I glanced out there yesterday afternoon when the power was down.”

“Any cars?” Sarah asked. 

 “No.”

Johnny rose. He looked at Kelsey and then back at Sarah. “I’m going to peek. See what I can see. If this is another one of Wormsley’s little games…” He sighed as he strode from the room, ducking through the archway leading to the kitchen.

The three women didn’t speak. Tension rose in the room, thick like humidity in the air. Kelsey’s stomach turned as she imagined the three of them vying for Johnny’s attention. Is that what they were doing? Once upon a time, she might have felt that way, a certain loathing for Sarah because of her relationship with Johnny, but now—

Erin’s sob came so quickly, so unexpectedly, Kelsey jumped and banged her knee on the underside of the table. She rubbed her leg. “Erin?”

“I’m… I’m okay…” Erin blotted her face with a napkin. Her eyes were red and glistening with tears, but something else lingered there, a knowing. “Just a little… Homesick I guess.”

“Homesick? What is wrong with you, California?” Sarah snarled as she spoke. “Blubbering like a toddler.”

Kelsey pushed from the table, her knee throbbing. 

Erin’s tear-stained face lifted “Why do you hate me?” 

“Hate you?” Sarah set her fork next to her empty, ketchup-stained plate. “What do you mean, hate you? Such harsh language.”

“Always picking at me. Calling me California. I have a name, Sarah.”

“Right. I know.” Sarah’s face was a piece of stone, hard and cruel and unbending. “We all do.”

Kelsey’s tongue was stuck in her mouth, cemented to her teeth. 

“So back off, okay? I didn’t ask for you to attack me—”

“Yes, I attacked you. You’re right, Erin. I don’t like you. You’re an outsider. You’re not part of our little club. Do you feel better? At least you know where you stand. I’m never going to like you, your shiny pony tail, your perky tits—any part of you.”

“Sarah…” Kelsey stood up and held out a hand. Her own voice sounded so tiny, so far away. She felt the camera’s black eye on her neck. “Sarah…”

“Damn. It’s Johnny, isn’t it? I’ve seen the way you look at him.” Erin’s knuckles whitened on the table’s edge. “He doesn’t love you anymore, does he?”

“You bitch.” 

“Is that why you stuff all that shit in your face? Tying to fill the hole he left in your—”

Erin didn’t finish her sentence because Sarah hurled a plate at her head. The younger woman ducked just before the plate whizzed past, collided with the wall, and shattered in a mass of jagged, white shards with a sudden clatter. The camera caught everything. 

“Sarah?” Kelsey called, but Sarah was gone, darting around the corner of the dining room toward the parlor. The cameraman turned and followed. 

“I’m sorry…” Erin’s face had lost all color. She was on her hands and knees on the floor. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Sarah can be abrupt. She doesn’t mean what she said.” Kelsey reached out to help Erin to her feet. “You just struck a nerve.”

“So Johnny and Sarah?”

“For three years in college. She thought they’d get married.” Kelsey glanced over her shoulder. “I should go and—”

“The snow’s coming down again.” Johnny stood at the kitchen entrance. “What was that noise? I heard something hit the wall.” 

“Sarah dropped a plate,” Erin said, gesturing toward the shattered mess. 

Johnny’s eyebrows knit together. “She dropped a plate?”

“I’m going to check on her,” Kelsey said. She hurried from the dining room, making for the stairs. A brush of cold air tickled her skin as she passed the front door. She paused to look through the window, and sure enough, snow. A dark iron shroud had replaced the sky, and from the grey mass huge flakes fell. Kelsey rose to her toes and peered past the porch. The ground already wore a light dusting of white. She took the stairs two at a time. 

On the second floor, she checked the yellow room and even Erin’s blue room in case Sarah turned her anger into more destructive and vindictive tendencies.  Both rooms were empty. Kelsey made for the the third floor.

“What is the hurry?” Daniel said as Kelsey burst from the stairwell. His dark hair was disheveled as though he’d just woken up.

“Sarah—have you seen her?”

“Maybe in the bathroom. The door is locked.” He held up his toothbrush. “I will have to go downstairs.”

Kelsey took a deep breath before rapping her knuckles against the third floor bathroom door. She waited for an answer. A loud click pulled her attention toward the end of the hall. Howard, the sound man, smiled and nodded as he walked past her. He’d been in the end room. 

“Mornin’,” he muttered before starting down the stairs. 

Kelsey knocked on the bathroom door again. 

“Occupied,” Sarah’s muffled voice came through the door. 

“It’s me, Kelsey.” 

“I said it was occupied.”

“Let me in.” Kelsey held her breath. 

Moments passed. The lock clicked from the inside. Kelsey touched the knob and turned. She found Sarah on the floor, her face the color of bleached flour, and a line of wet, sweaty hair at the top of her forehead. 

“Sarah?”

Sarah held her head in one hand. “I’m sorry,” she muttered. 

Kelsey’s gaze flicked to the toilet. Fresh vomit floated in the bowl, bits of brown sausage and yellow scraps of potato. 

“Jesus, Sarah.” 

“I thought I could keep it together,” Sarah said. “I haven’t done it in almost a year.”

Kelsey knelt and patted her shoulder. “It’s okay.”

Sarah’s body shook. “No… No it’s not. It’s not remotely okay. I did it last night, too. I didn’t tell anybody.” 

“It’s the house.”

“No…” Sarah looked up. “God—they’re fucking everywhere.”

Kelsey turned and found a camera peering over her shoulder. Wayne’s face was invisible behind the lens. Rage filled her chest, a white-hot anger she’d never felt before. The cameras prodded her friend’s wounds. They pricked Kelsey’s courage. 

“Get out,” she said. 

Wayne didn’t move. 

“Get out, I said.” Kelsey stood. The black lens rose with her. “Get the fuck out.” She shoved a hand against the camera lens. “Leave her alone.”

The camera dropped. “Damn. You’re both a couple of nutty bitches.” Wayne backed from the room. 

Kelsey slammed the door and flipped the lock. 

“Thanks,” Sarah said. 

“No problem.” Kelsey flushed the toilet and stroked Sarah’s hair. “We have to stick together.”

“We used to be a good team. I don’t know what happened.”

Kelsey slid to the floor beside Sarah and propped her back against the wall. “This house happened. We all lost it then, Johnny… you… me…”

Sarah nodded. “What the hell are we doing back?”

 

 




Chapter 19: Memories
 

 

Kelsey held her nose against the sharp tang of nail polish. Sarah was painting Kelsey’s toenails this time, an indignity Kelsey endured to help bolster Sarah’s flagging spirit. The two had spent much of the morning cloistered in their yellow bedroom, rehashing the old days. Deep red polish glittered. Kelsey hadn’t painted her nails since junior high. 

“Remember that guy you dated sophomore year? The one with the extra nipple?”

Kelsey laughed. “Donnie. I almost forgot about Donnie. We only went out twice, and the first time doesn’t count.”

“Whatever. I think the two of you were destined for one another. Didn’t he have a name for the nipple?”

“Mister Nasty.” Kelsey giggled again. She hadn’t laughed so much since her father’s funeral, and the warmth which spread through her chest felt good. “Donnie called the spare Mister Nasty.”

“Donnie was nasty, wasn’t he?” Sarah capped the nail polish. “Didn’t he jack off in front of you once?”

“Our second and final date. We’d gotten back in the car after watching a movie, and he whipped it out in the parking lot.”

Sarah narrowed her eyes. “Did he have an extra, you know—”

“Testicle? I didn’t grope around in the dark to find out. But he started stroking it right there, talking gibberish about how Angelina Jolie made him hot and how I reminded him of Angelina Jolie.”

“Not even close. Sorry sweetie, but you don’t have the lips for it.”

“Or the hair. Or the tattoos. Whatever. So Donnie climaxes and shouts ‘Say my name.’” Kelsey closed her eyes, savoring the memory. “Of course I’ve forgotten his name and say Derek.”

Sarah covered her mouth and muttered through her fingers. “No you didn’t?”

“He didn’t notice. Good thing it was his car. Ugh.” Kelsey shook her head and flopped back onto the bed. “I can’t believe I didn’t tell you that part of the story.”

“Maybe you did. Maybe I just didn’t remember.” Sarah hopped from the end of the bed and walked to her suitcase. She stuffed the nail polish in a little zipper pouch on the side. “Why did you always get stuck with the weirdoes?” 

“The good ones where already tagged and bagged.” Kelsey closed her eyes, thinking of Johnny. Always Johnny—she couldn’t scrub him from her fantasy. 

Sarah moved to the window and pushed the shade aside. “Damn snow is still coming down.”

Kelsey propped herself on one elbow. “Maybe we will get stuck out here. Maybe Erin’s right.”

“Whatever. I still think Erin’s a spoiled little bitch.”

“Can you at least call a truce until—” Kelsey stopped in mid-sentence as the lights flickered. “Not again.”

“More power outage? Please. I bet Johnny’s right about Ben.” Sarah turned away from the window. 

“How so?”

“It reeks of foul play. Ben’s got some kind of plan to amp up the drama and keep us all at each other’s throats.”

“Really?”

“Are you that naïve, Kels?” Sarah blew on Kelsey’s toes. “The guy stinks since coming back. Hollywood has seeped under his skin and done something to him. It’s about as cliché as all this haunted house crap—Kansas boy lured astray by the demons of Hollywood—but in Ben’s case I’d say right about on.”

“But it didn’t stop you from coming.” 

“A stack of money had a little something to do with my being here, you know. It’s not like it would be easy to walk away from twelve grand. Only now…” Sarah paused and took a breath. 

“Now what?”

“Now… With everything… I’m not sure I should have come. I’m not sure how much I can stay here, Kels.” She dropped on her bed. 

The lights flickered again, sputtering like a candle in a light breeze. The room went dark. 

“It’s this bullshit, too.” Sarah sat up. “I’m not going to take it, Kels. There wasn’t anything in our contract about being guinea pigs or anything. I’m going to find Wormsley and give his sneaky ass a piece of my mind.”

“Sarah…”

“Are you coming?” Sarah rose and moved toward the door, a solid shape moving in a sea of shadow. “Or you going to take a nap and sleepwalk through the rest of the week?”

 

 

 




Chapter 20: Gone Missing
 

 

A light assaulted them as they rounded the stairwell landing.  

One television camera was mounted with bright lights for shooting in the dark. Kelsey shielded her eyes and followed Sarah into the room; it was impossible to see who was behind the camera, but there was only one. She imagined it was Wayne, the man who’d so rudely called both of them bitches in the bathroom on the third floor. The others were already sitting or standing—Johnny and Daniel on the couch, Erin in one chair, and Ben on his feet, pacing.

“Oh, Kels. Sarah. I’m glad you’ve joined us.” Ben looked at them, but he didn’t smile. His lips twitched, but remained set. “We… We have a bit of a problem. Other than the lights, I mean.”

Sarah scowled. “What’s going on? If there’s a problem, what’s with the camera? Couldn’t we kill it?”

Ben’s face twisted slightly. He paced across the room, opposite Johnny. “It’s for the light. We’re only shooting for the light.”

“So it’s not recording?” Sarah said as she sat in a chair. 

Ben reddened. “We—of course we’re recording.”

Johnny grunted. 

“The problem is… Well, a member of my crew has gone missing.” Ben’s arms flopped to his sides as he finished speaking. 

The cold crept into Kelsey’s arms again, slithering across her skin like a living thing. It wormed into her shoulders and dribbled down her back like thick drops of frigid water. Missing. A crew member was missing.  The word echoed in her memory, bringing back police cars and acres of snow…

“Who is it?” she asked. 

“Howard,” Ben said. “Our sound man. Wayne’s outside checking the RV again, but nobody’s seen him since after lunch.”

“He was working on the second floor,” Daniel said. As always, he dropped his head after speaking. “Erin and I were talking, and we saw him.  He was doing something in the hallway.”

“That’s right.  We were chatting after lunch, and he had his big microphone up there, like was recording the wall. Weird.  I went into my room, and Daniel—”

“I went upstairs. I was feeling a little tired, so I thought I should lie down.” Daniel laid a hand on the side of his face.

“I saw him, too,” Kelsey said. She glanced at Sarah. “But on the third floor. That was before lunch.”

Johnny passed the empty chair and moved to a window. The grey clouds sagged as though laden with moisture. Snow blurred the world. Erin’s chair squeaked as she shifted position. The big grandfather clock in the foyer continued to click, click, click.  It wasn’t ticking away fast enough for Kelsey. Click, click, click…  

“He’s got to be here somewhere,” Ben said. “I mean it’s not like—”

“Don’t say it,” Johnny said as he wheeled around. Malice flashed in his eyes. “Of course he has to be here, somewhere. So let’s look for him.  Didn’t you guys have radios or some other way to communicate, two-ways that would work even though cell phones are dead in this fucking black hole?”

Ben looked at his hands. “We… Yes, we had radios. Have radios. Howard left his in the RV this morning. Said it interfered with his work.”

“Well it’s not like he’s treading water in a shark-infested sea, is it?” Sarah asked. She leaned forward, hands on her knees. “He’s a big boy.”

“He’s supposed to be working,” Ben said. 

“Your problem, not ours,” Sarah replied. “Now the lights, that’s a different—”

The door interrupted Sarah, banging open with a sudden ferocity. Wayne strode from the porch, his nostrils flaring. He glared at Ben, and then, as though suddenly realizing other people were in the room, his shoulders relaxed. “Can I see you for a minute, Mr. Wormsley?”

Ben nodded.  He joined Wayne near the stairs. Both spoke in hushed tones. Kelsey, closest to them, only heard snippets of the conversation. She peeked over her shoulder. They’d seemed to be disagreeing, and now Wayne looked mad, ready to level Ben with his big, meaty fists. Her attention flipped to the rest of the room. Sarah leaned on the arm of the chair, Daniel was sitting next to Johnny, still studying his hands. They were like little playthings. Dolls almost, captured in the house by the camera. It’s bright, glowing eye still held them like flies in amber. Her gaze dropped to her feet. She was outside the circle, probably a good place to be. Bad things were going to happen, and Howard was just the start. 

“I want to know what we’re going to do about power. Whatever happened to this mystery generator Worm-boy brought?” Sarah twisted in her chair and faced the camera. “Yoo-hoo, camera guy.  I’ve got a question for you.” 

The light shifted slightly. 

“Can you speak, or are you dumb?”

The light dropped toward the floor. “Hell yeah I can speak, but I’m supposed to be like the wallpaper, kid. What do you want?” 

“A phone. I figure you guys must have a satellite feed, some way to reach the real world while we’re all cooped up. We need to get some utility work taken care of, and pronto. Lights, camera, all that action.” Sarah waved a hand in the air. 

The lights flickered, almost on cue, and sputtered to life. 

“What a load of crap. Must be magic,” Sarah said. A wide grin split her face. “I have the touch.”

“You are touched, maybe,” Johnny said. 

Sarah opened her mouth to speak, but the words didn’t come. Ben had stepped back into the room, his face ashen and drawn. 

“We need to find Howard,” he said.

“Sure, okay. Of course we do,” Johnny replied. “Good thing the lights are back. Maybe he—”

“Damn the lights,” Ben said. “Howard’s missing.”

“Maybe he turned them on,” Johnny finished. He looked at Wayne. “Where did you guys find the breaker box yesterday? We should make sure everything is squared away before running off to play hide and seek.”

Wayne shook his head. “No breakers. We checked yesterday.”

“But the lights…” Ben rocked back on his heels. “How?”

“I don’t understand the big deal about Howard.  Maybe he’s taking a union break,” Sarah said. 

Wayne stepped closer. “Howard’s got heart problems. I found his meds in the truck. Empty.” He held up a small bottle. “If he’s had an attack and can’t get help… It could be ugly.”

Johnny stood. “Okay. Right. We can split into teams and take a look.” He glanced at Ben. “I suppose our deal—not leaving the house is off, considering?”

Ben stiffened. A touch of color returned to his face as he shook his head. “No—no. Wayne, Nick, and I can search the grounds. You’ve signed a contract.  He’s most likely to be in here, anyway.”

 

~

 

Kelsey followed Erin into the basement, both of them armed with small portable flash light from the crew’s contingency kit. The stairs, much like those leading to the second and third floors, looked as though they should creak and groan—covered as they were with weathered wood and nails—but didn’t make a sound as the women descended. Once below floor level, the walls became rough wrought limestone held together with thick lines of grey mortar. The temperature dropped, too.  While rather comfortable on the first and second floors, it became rather chilly below.  Kelsey rubbed her arms, wishing for a sweater or jacket or, better yet, no need to go into the basement at all.

“I didn’t expect it to be so much colder down here,” Erin said. 

“Probably no open vents.”

Erin paused a few steps from the bottom and glanced over her shoulder. “Vents?”

“Furnace vents. I’ve heard the fan kick on, that whispering sound you can hear upstairs. There are big, cast iron wall registers in most rooms.  I noticed several yesterday when we took the tour. Our bedroom has one; I’m sure yours does, too.  The registers date back a lot further than the furnace.”

“How do you know?” Erin asked. 

“My father. Dad was an HVAC guy for years. The sound—the whispering from the vents—that’s a forced air unit.  If this house is as old as Ben says, the furnace wasn’t original equipment.”

Erin continued to the final step. Her yellow beam swung around in an arc. “This house is strange.”

“How so?” Kelsey asked as she joined Erin on the hard floor. 

“Just off somehow.  I keep expecting creaking wood and old doors to blow shut with a bang. Standard haunted house fair. But nothing. This basement even looks a little like my Uncle Joe’s, and that place isn’t haunted at all. You were here before. You explored the place, didn’t you?” Erin asked. 

Kelsey shook her head. “No. Once we found the body… There wasn’t much we wanted to explore. The police did the work. They did the searching.”

“How’d you get out? Wasn’t it a big snowstorm?”

“Yeah. The biggest problem was our car in the ditch. We trekked back out to the main highway and flagged a truck. The snow had slowed down… I wasn’t going to spend another minute in this place.”

“And now—it’s strange. It should be haunted, but it’s just here.” 

Kelsey held her light high and made a sweep of the basement. It didn’t run under the entire house, but one side, the portion under the kitchen and parlor. To her left several unfinished walls—simple 2 x 4 stud construction—showed where someone had once held plans for the space. The wood was brown and somewhat dark, showing at least twenty or thirty years of age.  Even so, the boards were clean—no signs of water damage or dry rot common to a basement. To the right, she found the furnace, a tan unit which had been installed within the last dozen years. “Who said the house was haunted?”

“Nobody. I put two and two together. Mr. Wormsley mentioned this place was a little spooky, so I figured that was his angle. His pitching point.” 

“I wish you’d stop calling him Mr. Wormsley. Ben Wormsley isn’t much of a Mister anything.” Kelsey approached the furnace. Shadows receded as she moved, pulling further into the corners of the grey space. “It’s gas powered. Lined in natural gas.”

“Does that mean something?”

Kelsey shook her head. “Not really… Sometimes rural houses rely on propane or wood.  We must be close to a line, that’s all. I didn’t pass any towns on the way except for Muskotah, and that’s a bit far. I’m not sure where it would get the service.”

Erin frowned. Her flashlight swept around the basement. A block of dark space held in the far corner, but when she shifted position, the flashlight beam revealed the same rough limestone as the other walls. “I hope you don’t think I’m a bitch or anything, but this isn’t what I expected Kansas to be like.”

Kelsey, feeling emboldened by the lack of basement secrets, approached the furnace. “What did you expect? Dorothy? Toto? I’ve grown up with those jokes my whole life.”

“No.” Erin slumped on the first step. “I thought it would be more rustic I guess. Wood burning stoves. Stuff like that. Not a nice furnace and backup generators and everything.”

“Sorry to disappoint. We are in a cell phone black hole, and the generator pooped out, if that means anything to you.”

Erin grinned. “That is pretty rustic, I guess.” Her smile slid from her lips. “What scares you the most, Kelsey?”

Kelsey rapped her knuckles against the furnace’s side. The metallic skin sounded a dull thunk, thunk, thunk. She tilted her flashlight toward Erin again. “What scares me?”

“Yeah. You were talking about your research, what you’re doing with the rats. You seem to be interested in fear.” Erin waved her flashlight in an arc. “I suspect that’s what this is all about. Kind of a Fear Factor, Ghost Hunters, Survivor highbred.”

“Survivor… Right. If it works—if people tune in to watch this mess, Ben will owe us a lot more than the twelve grand he promised.” Kelsey circled around the furnace, allowing her flashlight beam to pass over the shiny metal ductwork leading from the unit. 

“So really, Kelsey, what scares you the most?”

The dark poured into the periphery of Kelsey’s vision, pooling just beyond the reach of her flashlight. Erin had aimed her light toward the hard concrete floor where it spread like a glowing pool of water. She knew the basement was empty; she’d just proven as much with Erin, but the suggestion of fear, the reminder of fear, worked against her. Inside, she was a girl again, ten and separated from her family and the rest of the tour group. The cave dropped into complete darkness. Sounds played beyond her reach, not voices, but sounds, scrapes and knocking. The whispered voice of Wind Cave as the miles upon miles of caverns fought in vain to balance the barometric pressure between the surface and the cave. Kelsey stood tall, straightening her back.

No.

She was not in the cave. 

She was twenty-seven, a graduate student, and brave. 

“The dark, I suppose,” she told Erin.

Erin nodded. 

“It dates back to my childhood. I was ten I think,” Kelsey added quickly. “I got lost once. We were on a tour of Wind Cave, up in South Dakota.”

“Wind Cave?”

“It’s a national park. Huge caverns underground, but no stalactites or mites because it was mostly dry. Anyway, we went on a cave tour. I was almost last in line, just in front of my mom and dad. Somehow, I got separated from the others. It was all so beautiful, and then black.”

“Didn’t you have any lights?”

“No. Not on me. And the lights go out for the tours once they clear through an area”

“Shit.”

“It was dark, blacker than anything you could imagine. There’s nighttime dark and no light at all dark.” Kelsey shivered at the memory. “I never got over it.  They found me in like five, ten minutes, but when you’re a kid in the dark—the real, impenetrable dark—it could have been days. I say they found me, but Dad found me. Dad always had a way of knowing when I needed him.” A sob worked in her throat, but Kelsey forced it down. 

Erin’s face tilted toward her flashlight. “So I guess you’d like to keep one of these things handy, just in case we have another outage, huh?”

Kelsey took a breath, swallowed the sob, and clicked off her light. “Doesn’t matter. Nothing is as black as the cave. Once you’ve gone all the way with a fear, it’s hard to worry about lesser incarnations. That’s what I’m trying to prove with my research.”

“The rats?”

“Once they’re terrified, they just sort of switch off. There’s only so much a living organism can take before it shuts down.” Kelsey pressed her lips together, wondering if she believed her own words. How much had she taken, along with the others, from the house? 

Erin pointed her beam up the stairs. “Ready to get out of here? Howard’s not lost in this place.”

“Sounds good.” Kelsey glanced at her dead flashlight, and an infusion of courage pumped through her veins. She could do this, stay in the house for the remainder of the week. She’d been taken to the very edge and the house had nothing else to offer, no more threats. Following Erin up the stairs, she paused to ask, “So what are you afraid of, Erin?”

“Oh, me? The only thing which scares me is knowing too much.” The beautiful blonde let out a tiny laugh and pushed open the door to the kitchen.




Chapter 21: Opening Doors
 

 

A small group had gathered in the parlor by the time Erin and Kelsey decided to leave the basement. Daniel stood against one wall, his arms crossed in a silent self-hug. Sarah glanced at the other two women, her eyes wide and blank as she pulled on her lower lip. Kelsey slid in behind Johnny’s bent back, straining for a look at whatever was laid on the table before him. 

“What’s the story?  Where’s Mr. Wormsley and the others?” Erin asked. 

Johnny peeked at her over his shoulder. “Outside, probably. I’m sure they’re still looking for their guy. I doubt they find him outside. We found this upstairs.” He stepped aside. A black hip pack and attached belt sat on the low coffee table in front of the couch. 

Kelsey pulled back. “That’s Howard’s.”

“We figured the same.  Wasn’t he wearing it earlier today?” Johnny dropped onto the couch. “Anyway, I opened it and poked around. Found a pair of wire crimpers and some other electrical tools. Nothing definitive, but…”

 “But what?” Kelsey asked. 

“Why would he take it off and just leave it?” Sarah asked. “I mean, it’s kind of a screwy thing to do, right?”

Erin circled the couch and sat. She leaned forward, elbows on knees, and rested her chin in her hands. “So where did you find it?”

Johnny turned to Erin and flashed a quick glance at Kelsey. He told her too much in that glance, a look dripping with something dark. Even Johnny felt fear. Kelsey looked away, aiming her attention at the big window across the room. Snow continued to fall. 

“We found it just outside the bathroom on the second floor,” he said.

“Did you try the door?” Erin asked. 

Johnny looked up, his eyes open wide. “No. The door was locked. Ben said so. I didn’t even think about trying it. Besides, why would he—”

“We need to look,” Kelsey said. Her own voice surprised her, firing quick, cold shafts of ice through her chest. “I don’t remember it there earlier. But the lights were out when Sarah and I came down. God… We need to look in there. If he’s hurt or had an attack—”

“You’re right.” Johnny stood. “I’ll go.”

“We’ll all go.” Sarah said. “And if any crazy shit has happened up there—I’m out of this fucking place.” Her eyes met Kelsey’s. “I’m cruising pretty close to my limit already.”

Kelsey followed the group, one foot after the other, trying to break the latest infusion of ice in her body. Her fingers shook as she pushed her curls behind her ears. Nothing crazy could have happened in the bathroom. It was locked. Ben said so. He said so… Didn’t he? Howard just left his belt when he went… Where? She looked up, surprised to be standing on the second floor landing. The house was so quiet. So calm. So perfectly clean. Nothing bad could have happened at all. Her feet pulled her toward the bathroom. Toward the door. 

A slight clicking noise met her ears. The hinges did not creak as it opened.

“Unlocked,” Johnny said.

There was a thick, quiet moment without any other sound. 

Sarah broke the stillness, saying, “Holy shit. It’s not even the bathroom.”

And it wasn’t. Before them, the door opened to a small room. The floors, hardwood like the other rooms, spread out in polished, immaculate condition as though they’d been resurfaced within the month. The walls wore paper with subtle, yellow flowers. It reminded Kelsey of the room she shared with Sarah, the yellow room, but less abstract. A single, naked light bulb hung from a dark cord which ran into the ceiling. Johnny flipped the switch, and the yellow flowers almost seemed to pop from the walls. 

Across from the hallway door, another door, this one closed, faced them. 

“That door,” Johnny said. “I don’t remember that door.”

“I don’t remember any of this. This was the fucking bathroom. This is where we found the old dead dude.  Right fucking here.” Sarah’s voice had begun to shake as she spoke, and both hands wagged in front of her. “You never forget something like that. Right here.”

Kelsey backed away from the door. She felt the hard press of the hallway wall on her back. The bathroom door framed a bright, yellow glow which seemed otherworldly, unnatural. Voices pooled into a murmured puddle. 

There was another door in that room. A door none of them remembered. 

And where was the bathroom? 

 




Part 3: Rats in a Maze
 




Chapter 22: Tipping Points
 

 

“That’s it. I’m done. Twelve grand is a nice, hefty sum, but I’m not playing around with a house that has magic fucking doors and disappearing rooms. I’m not paying any games with this supernatural bullshit.” Sarah pushed past Erin and made for the stairs. Her eyes caught Kelsey’s as she passed, both of them near black and full of fear. 

Kelsey felt it, too. 

Unsettled. Confused. 

She grabbed Sarah’s arm. “Stay. For now. I need my roommate. I don’t think I can be in the yellow room without someone else.” She offered a forced smile.

“Kels… This is over the edge. What the fuck happened to the bathroom?”

“I don’t know… I don’t know…”

Johnny knelt just over the threshold and examined the room. “Calm down ladies. One of Ben’s gimmicks. I bet he had it removed.” He ran his hand over the floor. “It’s smooth. Feels like it could have been refinished recently.”

“The whole house kind of looks brand new,” Erin said. “I’m not an expert or anything, it just seems untouched. Like the lack of squeaking stairs.”

“What about that door?” Sarah asked. “I don’t remember that door, Johnny. Kels?”

No, the door had not been there five years ago. Kelsey knew it as well as Sarah. She knew it deep inside, tucked away in the folds of her brain like any fragment of truth held in memory. Regardless of Johnny’s assessment, the floor hadn’t been refinished, not by Ben or his production crew—he didn’t even have a production crew, just the two cameramen and Howard. Kelsey knew it; she knew something was off in the house. Her forced smile slipped away.

“That’s it then?  Ben playing tricks?” Sarah shook her head. “I don’t buy any of it.”

“Why don’t we try the door?” Daniel’s usually soft-spoken voice was firm. “The other door, in the back. It has to lead somewhere in the house.” 

Johnny stood, swept the small gathering with his blue eyes, and stepped inside the room. Something broke as he did, like an invisible bubble or pane of atom-thick glass. Kelsey looked down and realized she’d been holding Sarah’s arm. She let go, and white finger marks filled with color. Johnny was intruding. He shouldn’t have stepped into the room. 

“Looks okay in here,” Johnny said.  He turned and beckoned with one hand. “C’mon in, the water’s fine.” 

Erin obeyed first, followed by Daniel. Of course they went, not holding the same memories which swirled in Kelsey’s brain. She closed her eyes and saw the room as it was five years ago. She could still see the drawn, horror-stricken look on the dead man’s face and the long, bloodless gashes on his arms. She could see those things like they sat in front of her now. Her hands covered her face, and she pressed her eyes closed, trying to find another image, anything to block the memory. She thought of her father. She tried to find his face, but nothing came.

“Kels?” Sarah touched her shoulder. “What’s up?”

“My dad. I can’t remember what he looked like. I can’t see his smile or remember the color of his eyes.”

“Your dad?”

“My dad…”

“What happened, Kels?” Sarah’s voice was sweet. 

“He—he died two weeks ago. I didn’t want to say anything.” Kelsey pulled her hands away from her face. Tears had begun to well in her eyes. She felt a sob clog her throat. “I didn’t want to do this.”

Sarah hugged her. She put both hands around Kelsey’s back and pulled her close, squeezing until Kelsey felt the press of Sarah’s breasts and her own lungs burned. 

“Oh honey. Nothing is worth this agony. You and I will hit the road. Find a nice café and eat until we feel like exploding.” Sarah frowned. “Sorry… Not a funny joke.”

“Ben has our keys and cars,” Kelsey said. 

“Easy enough. We should jet before the snow gets any worse.” Sarah stomped down the hall toward the stairs. 

Johnny said something, but his voice was lost to the throb of blood in Kelsey’s ears, a thick, rhythmic thump which wiped away her ability to focus. The world blurred. Shapes moved in the non-bathroom. Kelsey pulled herself away from the others and hitched onto Sarah’s trail. It was time to go. Howard was gone. Time to leave before the house swallowed another of them whole. 

Ben was at the base of the stairs, just inside the foyer. One of his hands was still on the knob. He pulled the door shut and took a step toward the ladies. “Where are you going?”

Sarah grunted and pushed past him, heading for the door. Ben’s face shifted away from its Hollywood façade. He turned to Kelsey.

“What’s going on?”

“We found your little trick on the second floor,” Kelsey said.

The door clicked open. Sarah paused, staring at Kelsey. 

“Second floor? Did you find Howard?” Ben asked. 

Sarah stepped away from the door. She hadn’t crossed the threshold yet. Kelsey was watching; she watched Sarah stop just before breaking the invisible plane which would have taken her out of the house and burned up her chance at the money. Cold air meandered over the threshold.

“No,” Sarah said. “But the second floor bathroom—what the hell did you do to it?”

“What are you talking about?”

Kelsey edged down the final steps and moved behind Ben. The front door was open a crack, and through the opening a sliver of white world could be seen. The snow was coming faster now—big thick flakes falling, falling… Snow spread in a blanket at least one or two inches thick. It would blow and drift over the road.

“I locked it, Sarah. Nothing more.” Ben’s face had gone pale. “What’s wrong with the bathroom?”

“It’s gone.” Sarah said. 

Kelsey worked her fingers around the doorknob. Sarah had stepped away, closer to Ben. 

“Gone?” Ben asked. 

“Gutted. It’s an empty room. Nothing.”

Kelsey opened the door, held her breath, and stepped outside. She moved quickly. Once she’d made the decision, she didn’t hesitate. She couldn’t hesitate. The winter air wrapped her arms and legs almost immediately. Gooseflesh sprouted on her exposed skin. She took a few, wobbling steps onto the porch. The white world outside the house forced Kelsey to shield her eyes. Even with the lights inside the house, gloom and shadow clung to the interior. Outside, with the snow-covered ground, she was blinded. 

Ben crashed through the door and skidded past Kelsey, stumbling down the stairs until he stood in front of her, blocking her path. 

 “You can’t go,” he said. 

“What? Did the highway patrol shut us down already? It’s not snowing that hard.” Sarah stepped through the door and moved toward the edge of the porch. She held out a hand, and caught a few fat flakes to prove her point. “I’m not going to hang out after what you did in the bathroom.”

Ben’s face went slack with confusion. “Bathroom? What’s this crazy talk? I figure you two were going because of—”

“The second floor bathroom, Ben.” Sarah pressed her fists into her hips, arms bent at her sides. “You had the tub, the sink, the toilet—everything removed. And what’s with the door? You freaked me out with that one.” 

A gust of wind kicked up a swirl of snow across the front lawn. The iron-grey clouds hung low and heavy, menacing with an impending barrage of snow to shame what had already fallen. Kelsey hadn’t seen winter clouds so menacing since they skidded into the ditch five years ago. Since Jared vanished. She edged back toward the front door, feeling behind her for the opening. Maybe she shouldn’t have stepped outside, but now it was too late. What was done, was done. 

“We didn’t do a thing to the bathroom.” Ben shook his head. “I thought locking the door would, you know, amp up the mystery.  I didn’t think… Well, I didn’t think anyone would want to use it, given the history. We didn’t do a thing to it. The bathroom was there last week, before you came. I—”

“Consider the mystery amped,” Sarah interrupted. “Amped me and my friend Kelsey here right out of the fucking house. Where’s our cars? I want to fire mine up and get the engine warm.  Kels is going, too.”

Kelsey shook her head. “Those clouds,” she said. 

Ben turned, tilting his face skyward. His lips fell into a frown, at least enough of a frown for Kelsey to register it as such. 

“Throwing off your plans?” Sarah asked.

“It’s going to dump on us,” Ben said. “It’s December. It never snows this much in December. Not like this.”

“Blame it on global warming or climate change. Whatever.” Sarah folded her arms and stepped off the porch. Her feet sank into the new snow. “Where’s the cars, Wormsley?”

“The cars are…” His gaze flicked between Sarah and Kelsey. “Somewhere else.”

Kelsey pushed the door. A warm puff of air escaped into the frigid outdoors. “Where?” She asked. “What have you done?”

“They’re in a little town. Muskotah. There’s a tow service we paid to watch them for the week.”

A small, growl-like sound escaped Sarah’s mouth.

Kelsey glanced over her shoulder, examining the darkness in the house. 

“We’ll take the RV, then.” Sarah set her jaw. 

“Kelsey.” Lines spread around the edges of Ben’s face. “Please reconsider. The weather…”

“You go in there, Ben Wormsley. You check out the bullshit in that bathroom.” An infusion of anger rattled through Kelsey’s bones. “You see what we saw—the bathroom, empty. There’s an extra door in that room, Ben. It wasn’t there before. Something is wrong.” 

“A door?”

“A door where the exterior wall should be.” Kelsey’s hand dropped from the front door. 

“That’s impossible…”

“That’s what I said.” Sarah waved her arms. “So hook us up with the RV keys and we’ll get the whole bunch on the road.” 

Another gust of wind stirred a wide swirl of white. Kelsey shivered, a pure, unrestricted reaction to the cold. Neither she nor Sarah had taken their coats when they decided to warm up the cars, cars to which they had no access. Snow had covered the ground, now, all except for longer strands of stubborn brown grass which reached from mounds of white. 

“We should go inside,” Ben said. “Wayne… He has the keys to the RV.” 

“Where’s Wayne?” Sarah asked, one foot on the bottom porch stair. 

Ben nodded toward a stand of trees behind the RV. The trees were not much more than a grey smudge against the heavy white. “Out there. Looking for Howard.”

“You’re kidding.” Sarah brushed snow from her shoulders. “This is a joke, right?”

Ben shook his head. “I’m afraid not. But they’ll come in, soon I expect, and we’ll get out of here, okay?”

“What about your little radio?” Sarah asked. 

Ben shrugged. “Dead. They went dead when this storm kicked up. We stopped getting any signal, even from each other. I don’t understand it.”

“Great.” Sarah stomped up the stairs, passing Kelsey. She paused just inside the door. “Just fucking great, Ben.  We’re trapped in hotel hell, again.”

After Sarah disappeared, Ben’s eyes met Kelsey’s. She saw terror in his eyes, as real as the flakes gathering on the grass or the cold, dead grey fingers of the trees beyond. Real fear, the uncontrollable thing which nibbled the edges of reason and seeded doubt in even the firmest minds. 

“I didn’t plan any of this, Kelsey,” he said. “Please believe me.”




Chapter 23: Flight and Failure
 

 

Ben lay on the couch, eyes closed, with his hands folded over his face. 

“Start from the top, Mister Wormsley. Explain what a brilliant idea it was to have us trapped here—to lock up our damn vehicles in some bum-fuck Egypt impound yard.” Johnny’s nostrils flared when he spoke. “Because right now, with this snow storm and no way out, you’ve really fucked up.”

“It’s not an impound yard,” Ben said. “It’s just a tow service. I just—”

“Does it matter?” Sarah asked. “We’re stuck. Until Wayne and Larry—”

“Nick,” Erin said. 

“Whatever.” Sarah scowled across the room at Erin. “Until they come back with the RV keys, were done. Locked up until God knows what happens to the rest of us.”

“No other autos?” Daniel asked. His brown eyes pled; Kelsey felt the fear and hurt.

“Nothing but the RV.” Johnny leaned over the back of the couch. “We could hotwire it.”

Ben sat up. “No. It’s a rental—”

“And I want out, Wormsley.” Sarah kicked the couch. “I don’t care if you lose your precious deposit. This snowstorm isn’t letting up, and we have no way of knowing how long it’s going to last. I don’t want to be stuck here any longer than I have to be.”

“You were ready to stay for a week when it meant twelve thousand dollars.” Ben rubbed his neck. “Now, you want out? Nothing’s changed.”

Kelsey had been moving toward the window across from the couch. She paused, fingering the long curtains. The sky had begun to deepen outside, hinting at sunset even though the heavy clouds covered the sun. Snow continued to fall, a steady tumble of fat, white flakes. 

“I know I want to leave, Ben.” Kelsey tapped the window. “The snow isn’t stopping. We’ll be stuck here, for good, if your camera guys don’t get back soon. They’ll be popsicles if they don’t return, too. What time is it?”

Erin produced her cell phone. “I have 4:35. At least the clock still works. I don’t even have a roaming signal out here.”

“None of us do,” Johnny said.

“What about food, Ben?” Sarah asked. “Will Mr. and Mrs. Small Town be able to deliver?”

Ben rubbed his forehead. “Deliver… I don’t know. We have a little food, some cans and boxed stuff, in the pantry. Not enough to keep us going for the week, but we won’t starve.”

“Won’t starve? Wonderful. So we might be eating crackers tonight, everyone.” Sarah rolled her eyes. “Sounds tasty.”

Kelsey pressed her palm against the glass.  She felt a quick jab of cold dance through her arm. A vision of Jared—Jared as she remembered him five year ago—flashed through her mind. He was cold, the blue-white of a frozen man. Dead. They had to leave. She turned around. “Johnny, if you can hotwire the RV—”

“I can try,” he said. “I figure it’s a shot.”

“Maybe our only shot,” Sarah said.

“Shot for what?” Erin asked.

Kelsey turned to her. “Get out. Get some contact with the outside world at least. Ben?”

“I don’t know why you want to go…”

Sarah kicked the couch again. “Don’t be an asshole. If you didn’t do anything upstairs… If you can’t explain it, I’m not sticking around to find out who or what can. That’s just fucked up.”

Ben stood.  His mouth opened and he held up a hand, but stopped short of protesting. He slumped back onto the couch, defeated, and propped his head in his hands. “Do whatever you have to,” he muttered.

 

~

 

Kelsey, Sarah, and Ben watched as Johnny worked under the big vehicle’s dash. Ben clutched a flashlight and knelt next to the door, shining yellow light toward the broken-open steering column. A few wires trailed from the opening. 

Kelsey planned better on her second foray from the house. She wore her thick, downy coat, the navy blue coat her father had purchased for her before she started college her freshmen year. It had been tucked deep inside her apartment closet, almost lost to time and dust, but after the funeral, she’d found it. She stuffed her hands deep inside the pockets and stamped her feet. 

“Almost got it,” he said. The engine coughed, but remained dead. “Damn. My fingers are cold.”

“Where did you learn to do something like this, anyway?” Kelsey asked. 

“The Army is good for a whole lot of education, Kels. I learned plenty of lessons which were never written down in anyone’s regulations.” 

His fingers pinched wires together. The engine sputtered and caught this time, growling to life with a full, throaty hum. He twisted the wires in place and slid to the ground. “That should do it,” he said, wiping his hands on his jeans. He nodded to Ben. “You coming along?” 

“No.” Ben’s flashlight drooped toward the ground. Enough snow had fallen to hide the bottom of the RV’s tires. “I can’t leave Wayne and Nick… and Howard. I should stay here in case—”

“I’m going,” Kelsey said. She looked around at Sarah. “We’ll both need to go to help bring back enough cars.”

Sarah shivered and pulled her collar close to her neck. “I don’t know if I can drive in this, Kels. It’s a mess out here. Why don’t we all just get in the RV.?”

Ben shook his head. “Too much gear. I doubt more than one person can ride in the back.  I’ve got to stay, regardless. I can’t leave my crew.”

“Leave the gear here,” Johnny said. “We’ll dump out all your shit. You can pick it up later.”

“Like hell you will. Who would pay for it? Besides, I’m not doing anything before Wayne and Nick get back. I can’t let you do that. I can’t just leave them here, either.”

Johnny’s jaw tightened. “Your choice.”

“It’s just a little snow,” Kelsey said, feigning more courage than she felt. “We’ll need you, Sarah.  We can bring the cars back, no sweat, and get out of here before it gets bad.”

Sarah pressed her lips together and nodded. “Okay,” she muttered. “Okay. It’ll get me out of here faster.”

Two figures watched from the living room window. Kelsey waved and allowed her gaze to travel up, past the porch roof and over a second floor window. A dark shape moved, black on black. Frigid air caught in her chest. Someone was on the second floor.  Howard? No—it couldn’t be Howard. They’d combed the house looking for him. They’d looked in every room, even the cramped, unfinished basement. She moved a few, hurried steps toward the RV where Johnny sat hunched over the steering wheel with the driver’s door wide open.

“Coming Kels?”

“Yes. Sarah, too.”

“Ready and willing.” Sarah hugged herself. “I should have brought a warmer coat.”

Kelsey patted her arm. “We planned on staying inside, remember.” A dark figure moved through shadows in her mind’s eye. “Let’s go,” she said.

Sarah ceased her self-hug and clasped Kelsey by the arms. Her eyes narrowed, searching Kelsey’s face. “Something’s wrong,” she said.

“No,” Kelsey lied. “Just ready to go.”

“Get in already,” Johnny hollered from the open RV door. “This battleship is ready to set sail. We’ll be back soon, if we can.”

“Once you get to town, just call the number I gave you,” Ben said, waving toward the RV. “His name’s Don. He’s kind of a good old boy, but I’m sure he won’t mind opening up at night for a war hero.”

Johnny grunted and pulled the door shut. He rubbed his hands together before adjusting the mirror and shifting the gear lever to D1. He looked at Kelsey who had taken the passenger seat. “Ready?” 

“More than you know,” she said. “Sarah’s strapped down in the back, too.”

“As tight as I can manage,” Sarah shouted from the vehicle’s cabin.

The transmission groaned as the RV lurched forward. Kelsey caught herself against the dash. They moved in a slow, jerking motion toward the untouched white sheet of snow which had covered the drive. On either side, dark shadow-lines of grass broke through the pristine surface.

“Not much to go by,” Johnny said. The RV jerked and slid slightly.

“Are you sure you can drive this?” Kelsey asked. Her heart had begun a steady drumming in her chest. “Especially out here. It’s pretty slick.”

Johnny offered a laugh tainted with mock-bravado. “Oh sure. If you’ve driven a Humvee over the dusty backcountry roads in Afghanistan, you can drive a rolling tin can anywhere, snow or no snow.” He hadn’t mentioned his service since Kelsey first spoke with him in the hospital four months before. 

She shifted in her seat, one hand clutched the arm rest while the other still pressed against the dash. Every sway felt as though the big vehicle would give up and spin sideways. A prayer worked in her memory, a broken rhyme of sorts from the little girl she used to be. The grown woman, the PhD candidate and logical thinker wouldn’t allow superstitious nonsense, but the little girl worked through a lifetime of fear.

“Keep me awake Kels.” Johnny smiled although the rest of his body—tense shoulders and white-knuckled hands—suggested something other than happiness. “I’m doing about fifteen with this snowpack.  It’s a lot worse than I thought.”

She took a tiny breath and turned away from the glowing white blobs of snow caught in the RV’s headlights. “So… I was wondering about the Army. I mean, if you don’t want to talk about it, I understand.” 

“What’s there to talk about?” Johnny’s tight smile slipped into a cool, expressionless line. “I went to a dusty hell-hole halfway around the world, watched guys just out of high school get blown up, and I came home.”

A cold stone weighed Kelsey’s gut. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I had some pretty fucked up ideas of bravery and courage and everything when I left. I thought maybe I would forget…” He paused and glanced sideways. “You know. Jared. The house.  I ran away to the Army to forget that God-forsaken place, and here I am, volunteering to have a sleepover.”

“Same here,” Kelsey said. “I mean, not the Army part but showing up again after all these years.” She studied her hands, wishing foolishly that she’d painted her fingernails like Sarah had done with her toes. Would Johnny care? Did it matter? She pulled her hand from the dash and folded it in her lap. “I’ve had dreams.”

Johnny, bent forward with eyes on the narrow strip of white, didn’t respond. They drove for a minute in silence, a stillness broken by the RV’s swishing windshield wipers. Johnny continued to squint into the bright warmth of the big vehicle’s high beams. He blinked hard and said. “Me too.”

“About Jared?”

“Too many lately,” Johnny said. “I figured they must have had something to do with my PTSD. I’ve had trouble since coming home, Kels. Too much trouble—guilt I guess. Two other guys in my Humvee bled to death on the dirt-packed roadside in that fucking country, and I escaped with a few cuts and bruises. I watched a kid five years younger than me get blown to hell. Life isn’t fair. I figured my Jared dreams were echoes of what had happened over there, of the horrible shit-storm I lived through and all the guilt—”

“I think Sarah’s had them, too,” Kelsey said, lowering her voice.

Johnny nodded. He brushed sweat from his forehead. “Driving through a damn blizzard and I’ve got sweat in my eyes. How the hell does that happen?”

“How does any of this happen? I’m just glad to be going. Staying in that house again was a mistake.” Kelsey looked from the side window, running a finger through the condensation. “We’ll get the cars and get down the road before—” 

The figure came out of nowhere, a hunched man lumbering up the incline toward the road. Panic seized Kelsey, firing white-hot needles over her arms and neck. She didn’t think. She acted. The name Johnny shot out of her mouth as she reached to pull the steering wheel to one side. A scream echoed inside Kelsey’s head. Glass shattered. Steel bent in a thunderous roar as the RV toppled sideways, spun across the county road, and landed in a ditch.

 




Chapter 24: Aftermath
 

 

Something warm and wet and sticky clung to the side of Kelsey’s face; she was aware of little else. Cotton filled her ears and her eyelids felt too heavy to move. Once she did, she found her world hung sideways like a television tilted too far. She tried to move her head, and the pain came, pain and noise together like a ten penny nail driven into her skull. They’d crashed. The RV had landed in a ditch, and the world was sideways because the RV lay on its side. The truth came with the rhythmic pound in her head. Kelsey pulled on the seatbelt, trying to pry it loose. 

“Unnnnh…” Johnny’s eyes flickered. A thick matt of bloody hair covered the top of his head. 

“Johnny?” Kelsey released the seatbelt. She reached for the man below her. “Johnny, can you hear me?”

“Unnnnh…” 

The seatbelt held Kelsey in place—the RV had slid to a stop on its driver’s side, so she was hoisted in the air. The taut belt cut into her left hip and pressed the soft flesh of her right breast. She thought for a moment and slipped her right arm under the belt. Free now to the waist, she reached down and touched Johnny’s arm. His eyes opened. 

“Unnnh… Kels?”

“Here. I’m stuck, though. The belt is holding me in place.”

“My head. Oh, God.” Johnny’s fingers searched the damp patch above his forehead. “I’m bleeding.”

“Me, too, I think,” Kelsey said. “Look, I’m going to try and get this belt loose. Then I’ll help you, okay?” Despite the pain in her hip and light throbbing in her head, Kelsey understood she was in better shape than Johnny. “Don’t try to move.”

“What about… Sarah?”

Kelsey closed her eyes and pulled on the belt, trying in vain to release the catch. She relaxed and released a puff of air. “I haven’t heard anything.  Let me get loose.”

She pressed her feet against the dash and pushed hard, hard enough she could release pressure on the seatbelt. Her thumb fumbled for and found the release catch, and Kelsey forced it down until the mechanism clicked. She lost balance immediately, sliding a few feet until she was able to brace her body against the dash and armrest on Johnny’s chair. His head lolled to the side. 

“My fucking head…”

A cold, creeping sensation squirmed through Kelsey’s guts as she remembered why they’d crashed. 

“There was a man,” she said.

“What?” Johnny turned his head, squinting. “What man?”

“On the side of the road… Running.”

Johnny’s eyes searched in front of the RV. The headlights warmed a patch of snowy ground. The snow continued to fall, tumbling through near-black sky. Big, clumpy flakes dropped in lazy zig-zags until a gust of winter wind sent them skittering in mad whirls through the dark air. 

“There’s nothing out there,” Johnny said. 

“I saw him. I saw something.” Kelsey clambered away from her seat and squatted on the wall between the cab and RV’s main cabin. Aside from the headlights, no other illumination spilled into the RV. She shifted her weight and leaned toward the back. “Sarah?”

No answer. 

“I think I can get my belt loose,” Johnny said. “We’re going to need to get out of here. Get back to the house. We can’t stay here.”

“Sarah?” Kelsey crept toward the vehicle’s dark innards. The walls groaned with each step. “Sarah, are you okay?”

A seatbelt clicked, and Johnny grunted. “I might have sprained something in my left arm. Maybe broke it…”

“Sarah’s not answering.” Kelsey’s heart began to beat, thud, thud, thud, a quick, violent pace knocking against her ribs. Sarah was dead, she felt it in her chest with each rapid heartbeat. Sarah was dead. Her fault—she’d convinced Sarah to ride in the RV. She’d startled Johnny, grabbed his wrists and sent them off the road. She swallowed. Her sweaty palm slipped against the smooth RV wall. 

“Here,” Johnny said. A tiny blue-white light shone from behind Kelsey. “I found a light in the glove box. Take it.”

“No. You should go first. If she’s hurt—”

“Just go.  You’re closer. I don’t know that I can crawl through there sideways, anyway.” 

The flashlight felt cold and metallic in Kelsey’s hand. She waved the beam in front of her, revealing a mass of jumbled cardboard boxes and overturned AV equipment. Black cables snaked from racks which had once been mounted on the cabin walls. The tiny light circled the clutter until it fell on a hand toward the back.

“Oh, Jesus.” Kelsey covered her mouth with her free hand. “She’s hurt.”

“What can you see?”

“Just a hand. Everything else is a mess back here. Boxes everywhere. She’s close to the back of the RV.”

Johnny groaned. 

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m… I’m fine. Just trying to open your door and climb out.  I might be able to open the back entrance.” 

Kelsey crawled forward until her feet slipped off the edge and she could stand. She’d cleared the small hallway between the cab and main body. A small tremor shook through the vehicle. She spun around, flashlight in hand, and found an empty cab. Johnny had managed to get out. He’d get to Sarah. He’d be able to help her. She turned back toward the rear. 

The hand moved. 

“Sarah?”

Thump, thump, thump.  Kelsey closed her eyes, letting a prayer play over her lips, muttering a silent wish that Sarah would be okay. She waded into the piles of boxes, pushing several aside as best she could. Cushions hung from a bench to her left; the world turned askew. A snap and click sounded at the back. She froze. The white world appeared in a rectangular flash. A dark shape loomed in the sidelong box.

“I can see her.” 

Johnny. 

“Is she—”

“She’s in bad shape, Kels. Something struck her. Something hit her in the head.” The Johnny shape bent out of sight. “She isn’t responding.”

“Is she—”

“She’s breathing. Barely. Climb out through the cab and get back here. I can’t carry her on my own.”

“Carry her?”

“Like I said. We’ve got to go back to the house. We need shelter.”

 




Chapter 25: Return
 

 

Snow, wind, and the awful dread that yes, she was returning to the house hounded Kelsey on every heavy step back. Johnny, one arm held to his side under his coat with a makeshift splint and wrap, used the other arm to pull the sled they’d fashioned from seat cushions and a plastic storage door. Sarah—still unconscious but alive—rode on the sled. Kelsey trudged behind, her feet cold and wet and tingling with a numbness she didn’t want to imagine, her eyes charged and alert, searching the white-blotted world for any sign of the shadow-man who had darted into the road. 

“Just ahead, Kels,” Johnny said between labored puffs of breath. “I think the drive is just past these trees.”

The trees, black and ragged marks against the late evening navy sky, were the same which hid Wayne and Nick hours before. Kelsey imagined they must have ended their search for Howard while they were gone. The two cameramen would be inside, warming themselves with the others: Erin, Daniel, Ben… 

And the dark figure she saw in a second floor window before leaving. The memory turned over in her stomach, cold and hard like a chunk of pond-ice. Her feet slowed. 

“Johnny?”

He glanced over his shoulder, his face puffed and red. “What’s up?”

“The house—do you think something’s wrong there.”

He turned to the left, following snow-covered ruts from the RV. After a moment, he stopped and held out a foot to catch the sled. “We drove through here about an hour ago. Look at this. Damn snow is coming down faster if anything. If it keeps blowing, the drifts could be several feet high by morning.”

“The house, Johnny. What do you think is going on?”

He shook his head. His hands went to his thighs, and he bent slightly, shoulders moving up and down under his heavy coat. 

“I don’t know, Kels.” He pulled the glove from his good arm with his teeth and blotted his forehead with the bare hand. “I thought the bathroom—the second floor bathroom—was one of Ben’s gimmicks. Something to stir us up.”

“You thought? So you changed your mind?”

“Shit, Kels. I don’t know what to think. Do you?”

Kelsey shook her head. She imagined telling him about the figure on the second floor or the man at the roadside. Shadows. That’s all. 

“Let’s get Sarah inside, okay? We’ll all get warmed up and figure out what we can do about getting some help. I doubt mom and pop came out with dinner tonight.”

“There’s a little food in the pantry, I think. Ben said so.”

“I hope so.” Johnny pulled on the glove and turned down the drive. “I’m half-starving.”

As they came to the house, Kelsey kept her eyes on the ground, facing away from the windows, especially the second floor window in which she’d seen—or thought she saw—an unidentified figure. She hurried up the porch to open the door and find help for Sarah, but the door opened before she touched it.

Erin appeared. Her long blonde hair was pulled up and away from her face in a ponytail. She frowned as she read the look on Kelsey’s face. Her attention shifted to the lawn, and her mouth dropped open. 

“My God—what happened to Sarah?”

Johnny puffed a big breath. “Wreck.”

“The RV lost it on the highway. Johnny did his best, but it just sort of spun.” Kelsey pushed a strand of mousy hair from her face. “He’s hurt. We both hit our heads.”

“Sarah?”

“She’s out cold.”

“Just a sec.” 

Erin vanished from the doorway, returning before Kelsey thought to move. Daniel was with her this time. 

“Let’s get her inside,” she said. 

Within a few minutes, they were in the living room and peeling away the wet and snow-crusted layers they’d worn on the trek from the wreck. Kelsey had on a man’s coat, too big by two or three sizes, which had kept her upper body warm. Her legs felt like cold Jello in her jeans, but she loathed the idea of climbing the stairs to the second floor for a clean, dry pair. Daniel, Ben, and Erin managed to move Sarah onto the couch. 

Ben dropped into the chair opposite Johnny, his face drawn and pale. 

“Tell me what happened,” he said. 

Johnny leaned on his good arm, his face still red and damp from the exertion of pulling Sarah on the sled. He closed his eyes, tilting his head back slightly. “I don’t know. We were doing okay but only a mile, maybe a mile and a half down the way. Kelsey—” He cut off and eyed her where she sat, knees pulled to chest, on the floor. “Kelsey said something to me, and then the whole damn RV sort of skidded out from underneath us.  There wasn’t anything I could do.”

Ben rubbed his face. “Sarah. Is she?”

“Fine, I hope. Pretty serious concussion. We should check her eyes and keep watch.” Johnny rubbed his sore arm. “As for this… I think this is just a sprain.”

“Your head,” Erin said from behind the couch. “It looks like you’ve lost some blood. You too, Kelsey.”

“What about the camera guys?” Johnny asked. “Did they make it back?”

Ben’s face went still more pallid. He shifted in his chair. The quick glance he shared with Erin and Daniel made the ice-thing in Kelsey’s gut squirm.

“Ben… What is it?” she asked. 

“The radio. The two-way… We were getting nothing but static, and then something. I suppose it was Wayne. It sort of sounded like Wayne.” Ben began shaking his head. “He kept saying there is no house. No house. That’s all we could make out through the white noise.”

“No house? They must have been lost,” Johnny said. “They could have gotten turned around in the trees out there. It’s dark.”

“No.” Ben looked up. “I tried to answer them, but it was like they couldn’t hear me. Maybe they couldn’t.”

                Johnny slumped back, his eyes focused on nothing—or better yet, something beyond the wall upon which they were focused. They’d lost him to memories; Kelsey had seen the look before—not on Johnny’s face but her father’s, a man who experienced a tour of duty as a foot soldier in Vietnam. The thousand-yard-stare. 

“What now?” Erin asked. Her face, young and smooth and beautiful, took on a childlike simplicity, a frightened expression. “They sound lost. Maybe we should go and look for them.”

“No.” Kelsey spat the word. “Not tonight. Not with the storm.”

“But that’s just it, isn’t it? The storm. They could need help.” Erin was almost pleading like a child begging a piece of candy from a parent. 

No, Kelsey thought, they don’t—or at least not any help which could be given by anyone inside the house. She studied Erin and shifted her attention to Daniel. They were the only outsiders left now, the only two inside the house who hadn’t been there five years before. The house—or something inside the house—had eliminated the crew. In a matter of time, she imagined, it would target the other two as well. Best not offer them as willing lambs to the slaughter.

“We should stay together,” she said, trying to comfort Erin with a smile. 

“But the snow. You and John were almost frozen.” 

Johnny stood up and moved to the window as though he was in a trance. He brushed aside the curtain and peered into the darkening landscape. Kelsey moved away from him, uncertain of the far-away look in his eyes.

“Kelsey’s right. We stay together,” he said. “Especially you and Daniel.”

“Why us?” Daniel asked. “I don’t understand. Is this something to do with the show?”

“The show? God no. You’re new. You weren’t here before.” Johnny didn’t turn around as he spoke. From her vantage at his side, she could still see his eyes, the far-away look. He was somewhere else, lost in memory; she suspected five years ago. 

“What do you mean?” Erin said, leaning against the couch. 

“He means you weren’t one of the original four. That the house is trying to—” Kelsey paused, surprised at herself for such an outburst—surprised at Johnny for speaking what she’d been turning over in her own mind. “Eliminate you.  At least separate you from us, like the crew.”

Erin’s face twisted, Kelsey assumed from a blend of confusion and frustration. “Mr. Wormsley? Do you buy this? What do you know about this?”

Ben shook his head. His face remained pale and drawn, a tired, worn-out face. “Nothing,” he muttered. “I didn’t know anything about the bathroom upstairs, either. Now we’re here… We have nowhere to go.”

“Erin?” Kelsey touched Erin’s forearm. “Please stay with us.”

“You’re all talking like a bunch of scared rabbits. Lunatics. You’re suggesting the house wants to kill me. I can’t believe that. It’s nonsense.”

“Of course it’s nonsense. Any other time, any other place, I’d feel like you do. But something’s different here. Remember what you told me in the basement?”

Erin’s face was blank. 

“About fear—about what you feared?” Kelsey squeezed Erin’s arm. 

Erin nodded.

“You know something,” Kelsey said. “Tell me.”

Tears started to well in Erin’s eyes. She pulled her wrist away from Kelsey and shook her head. “It’s all nonsense. This is part of the show. Part of the show.”

“No,” Ben said. His eyes had taken on the far-away look of Johnny’s. “No… I didn’t… I wouldn’t have left those men out there. Or the accident. Sarah. I’m lost…”

Erin began backing away from the others, groping with one hand behind her back as she moved toward the stairs. “I’m getting my coat and I’m going outside. I can’t leave the crew—not after how they sounded on the radio.” She turned and jogged up the stairs, her footfalls vanishing after she was out of sight. 

“I’m going with her. Upstairs at least,” Kelsey said. “I don’t think she should be alone.”

“I think that’s a very good idea, Kels.” Johnny turned to Daniel. “Help me grab the couch from the other room. We’re all spending the night down here, together, and sorting this out in the morning.”




Chapter 26: Knock, Knock
 

 

Each step which led to the darkened second floor hallway weighed on Kelsey’s shoulders. She swallowed hard, thinking of Brit and Caitlin, ridiculous memories of Tremors and boys in shiny silk shirts, anything which could transport her away from the house and the snow and the image of a strange shadow shifting across the second floor window as they left in the RV. Her memories faltered. The hallway dark was complete. Her fingertips tightened on the stair rail until they went numb. 

One more step, Kels. 

A light glowed from Erin’s room; the door sat open a few inches. 

“Erin?”

A shape shifted in the room, casting a shadow across the light from the doorway. Kelsey held her breath, biting her lip. It was just Erin, of course. Just Erin. She released the rail and walked down the hall, all too aware of her own footsteps, tiny stocking-muted thumps on the hardwood. She forced her eyes to steer clear of the hall’s opposite end, the stretch of darkness leading to the bathroom—the now empty room which memory held as a bathroom.

“Erin?”

“Yes.” 

Kelsey pushed the door open and found Erin on her bed, head in her hands. Red blotches covered her cheeks, and her eyes were blotted with tears. 

“I’m… I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to be so damn stubborn. I can’t seem to get the image of those men out of my head.”

“Wayne and Nick?”

Erin nodded. “Howard, too, but different.  Wayne and Nick are blue, buried in snow. They’ve frozen to death, or at least they will. I see it, Kelsey, just like anything else. Like a memory which has already happened.”

Kelsey stepped into the room and approached the bed. “But it hasn’t. They were on the radio.”

“An hour ago. Maybe more. They’re lost out there, and they’ll die, Kelsey. I know it.”

Kelsey sat on the edge of the bed, her hands shaking—fighting fear which burrowed deeper into her gut. “You saw Howard, too?”

“It’s dark where he is. Very dark.”

“Is it cold?” Kelsey asked. 

“Not exactly.  Just dark.” Erin wiped her eyes. “I don’t mean to be all melodramatic. I’ve been able to do this—this thing,” she touched her temple with one finger, “since I was a little girl. I’ve had dreams about people and events which were true. Stuff I wouldn’t—couldn’t have known about any other way.”

“Do you mean like—”

“Like I’m psychic, I guess.” Erin took a deep, shuddering breath. “I didn’t want to talk about it or anything. It’s pretty lame, I suppose. I don’t want the attention really.”

“Why did you agree to come here?”

Erin pulled a pillow to her chest and crossed her arms over it, squeezing tight. “It seemed like a chance to find out, you know, something about what has been happening to me my whole life. I’ve tried to talk with my advisor about it—about parapsychology and psychics—and he just laughed.”

“I know the type,” Kelsey said. 

“Yes. Well I’ve done some research—there are labs all over the place, Princeton, MIT, places with solid reputations which study psychic phenomenon.  Anomalous mental experiences or whatever they like to call them.” 

Kelsey nodded. In the blue room, under the bright lamplight, the house didn’t seem as threatening. She patted Erin on the shoulder, hoping to offer what comfort she could. “We can’t go outside tonight, Erin.”

“Do you really think something—this house—is trying to hurt us? Trying to separate us?”

“I did.” Kelsey’s gaze drifted toward the lamp on Erin’s bedside table. “I guess I do. It’s crazy really, but out there, in the snow, I saw a man on the roadside. Just before the accident, he came up toward the highway…”

“Is that why Johnny swerved?”

“I grabbed his arm, Erin. It was my fault.” An empty pit opened in Kelsey’s stomach. “I did it.”

“It was an accident.”

“No. I’d seen the man before—or at least his shape.” Kelsey glanced toward the door. Hallway shadows listened to them. 

“Where?”

“Here. In the house.”

Erin shuddered. Kelsey pulled away her hand. 

“You’re kidding?”

“No. Just like your visions, Erin, I’m not kidding.” Kelsey closed her eyes, opening them again as she looked away from the door. “I’m not kidding. I saw it—him—in a window on this floor.”

Erin stood. “Jesus.”

“I think I know who it—”

Kelsey’s next words caught in her throat. A pounding noise sounded from the floor above them. Both women stared at each other, their wide, white eyes revealing they’d heard the same thing. 

“Upstairs,” Erin said. “No one is upstairs.”

“We would have heard one of the others if they’d gone up, wouldn’t we?” Kelsey realized her fingers were tugging at the bed coverings. She forced them into her lap. “They would have gone up the main staircase, right?”

“Right.”

“Should we—”

“Go up?” 

Kelsey shook her head. “I don’t know if I can. It took about all I had to come up here and find you.”

“But if it’s Wayne or Nick or Howard…”

“It wouldn’t be Wayne or Nick.” Kelsey stood up and stepped toward the bedroom door. “We should go to talk to the others first, get Johnny or Ben or—”

The pounding started again, thud, thud, thud. 

“It’s not footsteps.”

“No,” Erin said. “It’s not even close to footsteps. More like someone trying to get our attention. C’mon, Kels. We can do this without the boys.”

Kelsey’s back stiffened. She wanted to be brave and climb the final flight of stairs and flip on the lights and whistle for the thudding whatever to stumble into the hallway and join them. She wanted to walk through the darkness as brazen as a little girl exploring a monstrous cave. She wanted those things, but dread hung on her heart like a cold, damp cloth. 

“It’s Howard.” Erin closed her eyes and nodded. “I’m almost positive. He’s gotten himself stuck on the third floor. Maybe in a closet. That’s why I’m seeing the darkness. It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

“Why didn’t we find him earlier?” Kelsey asked. 

“I dunno.  It’s a big house. The others got distracted before they poked around in every nook or cranny. But we’ve got him now.” Erin pulled her door open. Light spilled into the hallway and warmed the wall. “You won’t let me go outside, at least let me go upstairs. You can come with. I bet Howard was the man you saw in the house.”

Kelsey closed her eyes. “I don’t know, Erin. Something is wrong about this house. I came up because I didn’t want you to be alone—”

“Is just a house.”

“Just a house. How do you explain the bathroom?”

“Bathroom? Oh, yeah, I almost forgot.” Erin stood in the open doorway. “Ben opened the door,” she said. “When you and Johnny and Sarah left.”

“The door?”

“In the bathroom. What used to be a bathroom.” Erin grinned. “It was a storage closet. Nothing but a few empty shelves. I’m sorry I didn’t say something sooner. I wish Sarah could have seen it. Maybe she wouldn’t have freaked.”

“It was locked.”

Erin shrugged. “So he forced the lock. I dunno.  He just told Daniel and me it was empty. Are you coming?”

“A closet?”

“Yes. Are you coming?” 

Kelsey moved away from the bed. Her head spun, and her eyes lost focus momentarily. “Yes. Yes…”

Erin flipped on the hallway light as they left the blue bedroom. “I thought I left this on, did you turn it off?”

Kelsey shook her head. “It was dark when I came upstairs.”

“Funny.” 

Erin rounded the corner of the stairwell and started up. Kelsey paused before climbing from the second floor. The lights were off upstairs, too, darkness covering the third floor.  Whoever—whatever made the thumping sound did so in the dark. 

“Erin?”

“Come on, Kelsey. He could need help.”

“Why hasn’t he called out? Why hasn’t he said anything?”

Erin paused at the landing between the second and third floors. Kelsey couldn’t see her face, but she imagined the younger woman thinking about her questions—good questions with important answers. 

“He could be hurt,” Erin said. “His heart—he could have had a minor attack.”

Kelsey put her first foot on the step. “Okay. We’ll check, and then—”

“If it’s Howard, and he’s hurt, we might need help. I don’t think we could carry him.”

“We stick together,” Kelsey said as she took a few more steps toward the third floor. “If he needs help we both go down and get someone else, okay?”

“Good.” 

Erin arrived on the third floor just ahead of Kelsey. The lights revealed a hall similar to the one below but longer. A window opened to the sky at either end, and the hallway wasn’t as tall as that on the second floor. From outside, the house’s roof slanted at the third story, indicating each room would be smaller and with a sloped ceiling. A musty odor floated in the air, an unpleasant staleness which accompanied old houses. 

“Do you smell that?” Kelsey asked. “It wasn’t this bad down below.”

Erin tilted her head to one side. “This is more what I would expect. A good, old-fashioned haunted house smell.”

“It’s a little like my grandmother’s house.” Kelsey’s gaze traveled over the dark wood-paneled wainscoting and delicately patterned wallpaper upon which tiny brown pineapples lay in diagonal rows against a light yellow background. She pressed a finger against the wall, feeling the subtle texture. She’d seen the wallpaper before, years before, and tried to clutch the memory. 

“Kelsey?”

“Yes?” 

“I think we should take the rooms on this side of the house. The noise—the thumping was overhead in the blue room.” Erin waved to her right. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” Kelsey said. “I’m fine. Just remembering. This wallpaper… Grandma had yellow wallpaper in her kitchen and dining room. I don’t remember little pineapples, but there was a pattern in brown.”

“So it’s the same paper?”

“Maybe. I can’t really be sure.” Kelsey pulled her hand from the wall. “It’s just funny… Same look, yes. My memories aren’t as crisp as the paper.” 

The wall shimmered. Kelsey imagined it had, at least, like a mirage miles ahead on a highway, a glint of silver and then nothing. She thought of being a small girl, how she would ride on the bench seat in the front of her father’s truck and imagine they were chasing the bits of liquid silver on the road. Her ten-year-old self would lean forward, perched at the edge of the bench while the seatbelt pulled at her tiny chest. She imagined leaning forward would give her the advantage she needed in the chase, but she never caught the mirage, of course. When her father found her in the midst of her little game, he laughed and laughed, filling the cab with the hearty, full-throatiness of his voice. 

Kelsey backed away from the wall. Her fingertips tingled. “Did you see that?” she asked. 

“What?”

Kelsey rubbed her hand against her jeans. “Nothing. I must have blinked. I’m tired.”

“Howard?” Erin knocked against the wall, walking toward the first door. “Howard is it you? Please knock if it is.” She came to the first door and tried the knob. It gave, click, and the door tilted inward. 

“It’s dark,” Kelsey said. 

“Here.” Erin leaned through the rectangular opening. A click sounded from inside. A single, naked light bulb hummed and popped at the ceiling center. “Oh crap. Should have brought the flashlight.”

“Push the door open,” Kelsey said. “We can see well enough.”

The room was empty. The ceiling dropped in a rather steep slope toward the outer wall, more of an attic room than a proper floor. Enough hallway light spilled inside to reveal a dusty wooden floor, devoid of footprints, and stark window without a curtain on the outer wall. 

“Nobody’s touched this room,” Kelsey said.

“But it’s directly above my room—the blue room.” Erin frowned. “Maybe the next?”

But the next room wasn’t locked either. They opened the door to find a suitcase, half-unpacked, and several items of clothing strewn about on the floor. A black t-shirt lay draped over a wooden chair. The plain brown curtains hung from a wooden rod above the window, and the walls were a subtle tan, pale enough that they once might have been white. 

“Johnny’s room,” Kelsey said. She stood at the door, held back by a sense of intrusion into Johnny’s private world. 

“How do you know? Isn’t Ben staying up here, too?”

“Johnny’s shirt.” Kelsey waved to the chair. “And there are no closets in these rooms. No hidden passages. It’s hardly big enough for the bed, let alone somebody hiding up here. Aren’t there empty rooms on the second floor?”

“You’re down there with Sarah… Me in the blue room… Daniel and Johnny are up here.” Erin moved into the room. “Where is Ben staying?”

“There wasn’t any space in the RV. No room for the crew, either. Not unless they wanted to move all their equipment every night.” Kelsey leaned against the door jamb. Fatigue hung about her shoulders thick and heavy.  “I don’t get it.”

“Me either. I should have checked into Mr. Wormsley a little better—I guess I saw stars.”

Kelsey shifted her weight from one foot to the next. Her fingers played at her sides, feeling the hem of her jeans. Erin needed to leave Johnny’s room, to show a little respect at least. She felt like she was ten years old again, digging through her older brother’s bedroom when he wasn’t home and finding a collection of Playboy’s in a shoebox under the bed. She’d stolen one—just an act of curiosity from a little girl—but when he found it missing—

“We should check the other rooms.” Erin rose and moved for the door.  “Kelsey?”

“Sorry. Just remembering.”

“Kelsey… I’ve been wondering. What’s the story with you and Johnny?”

Kelsey drew back into the hallway. 

“Sorry to pry. I’ve just notice the way you look at him.”

Kelsey shrugged. “Nothing. Not between us, anyway. He used to date Sarah, but then the house happened. Sarah quit school—one semester left. Johnny joined the Army. I hid my head and kept moving forward.”

“Sorry.” Erin dropped her eyes and put on a sheepish expression. “I can’t imagine why the four of you—Mr. Wormsley included—would want to come back to this place.”

Kelsey looked down the hallway. Even with the lights on, darkness owned the third floor, the half-attic. “It was the money. Dad’s death… His funeral. It was just too hard to say no to that much money.”

“Money?”

“’fraid so. If I don’t have the money, I can’t finish my research.”

“With the rats?”

Kelsey nodded. “I know it sounds stupid. After my dad died, I wanted to make sure I made him proud. He was my biggest fan.” She held her breath. 

Erin smiled. “I’m sure we’ll be okay, Kelsey. Let’s take a peek in the rest of these rooms and get back down—”

“Kels!”

The two women exchanged a startled glance. Someone—it sounded like Johnny—shouted Kelsey’s name from below. Her name. Kels. Johnny was calling for her.

“Get down here! We’ve found him!”




Chapter 27: Descent
 

 

“Go,” Erin said, stepping toward the next door. “Go and see what’s going on. I’ve got to check these last couple of rooms, just in case.”

Kelsey hesitated. No one was to be alone in the house. 

“Kels!”

“Go,” Erin repeated. “I’ll be fine. See you in five, okay? Nothing’s going to happen to me up here. You’ve seen the nothing for yourself, right? No blizzard in which to get lost—no heart disease.  I’ll be there in five.”

Kelsey nodded. Once she made the landing, she almost fell down the stairs as she bounded with such quick steps. Erin would come tumbling after. She promised. The dread of dark, quiet hallways, and phantom knocks chased her down. She should have never come back to the house and now, now they were trapped. The wrecked RV and Ben’s poor decision making doomed them—she shook her head to lose the word doom. Fear was not a rational thing. Neither were memories, even though most people spent their lives lying to themselves. Kelsey knew these things to be true, facts checked against dozens of research proposals and journal articles in the last ten years. Good solid research. 

But she was scared.

“Who have you found? Who is it?” Kelsey’s voice bubbled over as she hopped from the bottom step. 

“On the radio—”

“We haven’t found anybody,” Ben said. “John’s just being a bit melodramatic.”

“Melodramatic, Wormsley? I didn’t make this shit up. Howard called in on the radio.” Johnny glared at Ben. “He’s alive, at least. We know that much. Earlier, when we found his tools, the radio was missing, the two-way Ben had the crew use.”

“So he still has it with him?” Kelsey asked. 

“Seems like it,” Johnny said.

“I found a radio in the RV… I thought it was Howard’s.” Ben shook his head, his face still pale and surly. “We can’t seem to speak to him, though, just like the others. It’s just him, talking. He’s just talking… Expecting a reply, maybe. He’s probably expecting us to contact him…”

“Where is he?” Kelsey asked as she pushed stray strands of curls behind her ears. “Did he say where he was?”

“Just that he was cold. He asked us to talk to him. We tried. He asked us to say something, anything, so he’d know we were looking for him.” Ben’s voice was lifeless and stiff. 

“We were,” Kelsey said. “Erin and I were on the third floor.”

“What?” Johnny turned to the stairs. The blackness in his eyes sent a shudder through her bones. Johnny’s eyes burned through her with that faraway look, the impossible thousand-yard-stare. “The third floor?”

“I went up to check on Erin, you remember? She wanted to go outside and start a search party for the crew.” Kelsey rubbed her arms. “We heard something on the third floor. Knocking, like wood on wood.”

 “So?” Ben asked. He’d slumped into the high-backed chair again and was pulling at the nape of his hair. “So what?”

“We thought somebody was on the third floor.” Kelsey looked at her hands. 

Johnny’s eyes narrowed. “Did you find anything? A clue? Something which might lead to Howard?”

Kelsey shook her head. “Dust. Your bedroom. Nothing else.”

“Jesus, Kels. Where’s Erin now?” Johnny moved toward her, the empty look in his eyes vanishing, replaced with a feverish, living black. 

“She’s still… She said she wanted to check the other rooms before coming down. You called for me…”

Ben snorted. 

“I’m sure she’s fine.” A crawling heat crossed Kelsey’s back and worked up her neck. “She has to be fine. I was just with her—not five minutes ago.”

“Fuck. We can’t leave anyone alone—” Johnny strode to the foot of the stairs. “I’ll get her. Stay put, all of you, until I come back.”

“But there was nothing,” Kelsey said. “We looked up there and found an empty room.  We checked in your room, Johnny. That’s where the sound appeared to come from, but nothing. No one was there. She’ll be down in minute.” She wanted to reach out and grab his arm, hold him in place. He’d called her name, not Erin’s. It wasn’t fair. 

“I’ll bring her down.” 

Johnny disappeared, thumping up the stairs toward Erin. Toward the beautiful, young blonde. Kelsey’s shoulders dropped. Her stomach turned sour and sank to her feet.

“What about the other rooms?” Daniel asked. “You said you checked others, yes?”

Kelsey stood frozen, statue-like, for a moment. When she looked at Daniel, the near-panic in his eyes, a wild, wide-eyed stare, surprised her. He was the last one. If something happened to Erin, it would just be the four of them. The four of them and then…

“Did you check my room?” he asked. 

“Not yet,” Kelsey said. The words were stale and tasteless in her mouth. She glanced back toward the stairs. A loud bang echoed from above followed by stomping feet. Johnny’s feet. Erin didn’t stomp like that. “We made it to two rooms, and then Johnny yelled. He called out my name.”

Another bang came from upstairs. Johnny’s muted voice dropped from above, too indistinct to make out.

“Erin’s gone,” Ben said, slumping in the high-backed chair. “She’s gone like the others. Poof. Poof. Poof. The fucking snow is still falling outside. We’re here, inside.  This is mine. My mess. I’ve done this. I’ve stirred up a world of shit.”

Kelsey knelt at Sarah’s head and stroked her hair. She looked peaceful, sleeping. Someone—Johnny or Ben or Daniel—had cleaned and bandaged her head. They were alone now, just Sarah and her. Erin knew what was coming—she feared it more than anything else. Maybe that was it. Maybe it was the fear which found her.

Footsteps thumped on the stairs. Johnny clutched the rail as he landed on the bottom step. “She’s not up there.”

“No.  This is not possible,” Daniel said. He shrunk toward the wall. “People do not vanish—Howard was lost, yes? I can understand this. Then the others. The snow. It is all possible. But Erin, she was just here. This is not possible. The house did not swallow her.”

Johnny pulled a hand across his face, massaging his cheeks. He stepped off the stairs and started into the living room. His eyes fixed on Kelsey. 

“Tell me everything, Kels. Tell me what happened to Erin.” 

“I don’t know what happened to Erin. The last place I saw her was the third floor,” Kelsey said. “She was up there with me. I followed her. I’d gone up to her room when she was determined to go outside and find the crew. I wanted to stop her. We started talking. There was a noise from above, sort of like a piece of wood banging against the floor above us. Kelsey talked about seeing Howard—or seeing what he saw—”

“What?” Johnny grabbed her arms in both hands and stared into her face, as if he was willing her eyes to meet his. “What do you mean, seeing what he saw?”

“I—Erin said she could see things.” Kelsey tried to pull away. Johnny’s hands pressed into her flesh. Her arms began to go numb. “See things in the future. Other stuff.”

“She was a telepath. Maybe a psychic. Whatever you want to call it.” Ben’s mouth moved as he spoke, but he didn’t budge from the big chair. “I cast her because of her interest in the paranormal. Because she’d had experiences. I thought it might make things more interesting around here.”

“Fuck.” Johnny dropped Kelsey’s arms and stomped to the window. He swept the curtain aside.  The dark, outside sky threatened to swallow them all. Threatened with its otherness, its complete emptiness. Without any lights outside in the yard, it was impossible to tell if the snow continued to fall. It was blank, a black wall, cold and utterly unconcerned with their tiny struggles in the big brick house. 

Kelsey sleepwalked to the chair opposite Ben and collapsed into it.

“This is fucking impossible, Ben. All of this.” Johnny rubbed his hand across the window. His skin squeaked against the glass. “People don’t disappear. She’s still in this house. Maybe in a room… A closet… Somewhere.”

“Were there any lights on?” Kelsey asked.

“What?”

“Lights on upstairs—in one of the rooms. Even on the second floor.”

Johnny shook his head. 

A silence stole into the room, a quiet thick and tense and as anything Kelsey had felt in her twenty-seven years. Ben had cracked, broken down the seam until what was left didn’t seem to have the will to do anything. Something inside Johnny wound like the spring from an old children’s toy, coiling until it threatened to break. Kelsey had never seen him with such fire, such anger and frustration boiling under his skin. Daniel had dissolved into a frightened rabbit in the corner, ready to play dead or bolt if given half a chance. Sarah was… 

The lights flickered and died. 

“Great. Fucking great,” Johnny said. “Now snap—no power.”

“What now?” Daniel’s voice quavered.

A tiny penlight clicked to life in Ben’s hands. “We have other lights and plenty of batteries.”

“In the RV?” Johnny asked. 

Ben covered his forehead with his free hand. 

“At least we have a few spare flashlights on the dining room table. We left them there after the search for Howard.” Kelsey rose from her chair feeling as though she needed a way to ally with Johnny again. Erin was gone now. Erin gone and Sarah hurt... Kelsey pressed her hands against her temples and shook her head. 

“What’s going on, Kels?” Johnny asked.

“Nothing.” She caught a sob in her throat and turned to face him. “Nothing.”

“We will freeze.” Daniel stepped from the shadows; a pale glow from the window framed his face. “We will freeze in this house without power.”

“The furnace is natural gas,” Kelsey said. “Erin and I checked down there earlier when looking for Howard.”

“The pilot will be out then,” Johnny said. “If it’s forced air, we’ll need power for the fan, too. Give me the light, Ben. Just for a second.”

“What the hell are you going to do with it?”

“Get a flashlight and then check in the basement for a breaker box or fuses.” Johnny reached out for the light, his face tight and serious. “I doubt it will help, but it’s the first step.”

“No breakers,” Kelsey muttered, but Johnny didn’t take notice.

“And then what? What happens if it’s outside, a down line or blown transformer?” Ben dropped the light in Johnny’s outstretched hand.

“I don’t know.” Johnny shook his head. He moved across the room toward the dining room opening. “Break up this furniture and start a fire.”

“I’m going with you,” Kelsey said.

Johnny stared at her for a moment. “You don’t need—”

“No one goes alone,” Kelsey said, her jaw set. “I already messed up once. I’m not going to let it happen again.”

 

~

 

They headed into the basement with flashlights in hand, Kelsey leading the way. Perhaps it was the night’s effect or accumulated snow outside the basement windows, but the basement felt darker than it had before. Deeper, Kelsey thought, as though it was a bottomless well from which neither of them would return. Dark thoughts led to cold chills, and her body shook and shuddered before making the last step.

“Damn, Kels.  Are you okay?” 

“Fine,” she said. “It’s just a basement.”

“Not in this house.  Nothing is just in this house.” He squeezed her shoulder and pushed by onto the concrete floor. His flashlight beam traveled around the room, revealing stacks of boxes, some brown cardboard and others wooden and aged like old fruit crates. “Damn. You didn’t say this place was stuffed with all this old shit.”

Kelsey felt it again, the cold, furry thing which moved about in her guts. Her tongue dried like a piece of sun-bleached leather. She moved it in her mouth, hoping to find words. The basement hadn’t been full of all those crates and boxes. It had been empty. 

“Kels?” Johnny turned and blasted her face with his light. “What’s the matter? You’re pale as seagull shit.”

“None of this was here. None of these boxes,” she said, stepping to the floor beside Johnny. “Nothing—just the furnace and a few bare walls, unfinished walls.”

“Maybe you were in a hurry and didn’t notice.”

“No.”

“You must have missed them. Maybe only looked on one side of the room.” Johnny swung his flashlight beam in the other direction. A yellow disk skirted across a stone wall and cobweb-covered wooden case with round divots in each shelf to fit the necks of wine bottles. “Too bad there’s nothing left. Looks like a former owner might have been a bit of a wine connoisseur.”

“No—Johnny, none of this was here. Believe me.” Kelsey said, waving her flashlight at the wall. “Not the wine rack or the boxes or any of it. It’s bigger, too.”

“That’s impossible.”

“The bathroom upstairs wasn’t impossible. What about Erin vanishing, Johnny? It’s this fucking house, you said it yourself a moment ago.  ‘Nothing is just in this house.’”

Johnny turned his back and moved toward the nearest stack of boxes. Thick motes of dust danced in their flashlight beams, tumbling through the air. An odor hung about everything, the smell of age and rot and mildew. The basement hadn’t smelled of anything before—it was clean and fresh and untouched. Kelsey closed her eyes, remembering, and couldn’t conjure one microbe of dust when she’d descended with Erin earlier that day. It wasn’t the same basement. It couldn’t have been, just as the bathroom wasn’t the same as she’d remembered it from years before, but this—this happened in the span of a few hours, impossible for Ben to conjure even with the full spell-making power of Hollywood at his disposal. No magic had happened; no one else had been in the house except one lone, hunched figure in a second floor window. 

“Maybe when we left in the RV…”

Johnny turned around. He’d opened the top box and his hands were lost inside. “What are you talking about?”

“All this,” she said, stepping closer to Johnny. “The basement, the bathroom. Maybe even the disappearing people.  Maybe it’s all part of the show.”

Johnny frowned. “The show? Are you nuts, Kels? If something happened to this basement—if—Ben didn’t have anything to do with it. He couldn’t have. It’s more likely you were just freaked out earlier and didn’t pay much attention.”

“You said it yourself about the bathroom, that he—”

“Easy.  Nobody had been here for months. It was enough to spook Sarah and make her want to leave. And that—that was enough to convince me to hotwire the damn RV.”

“The house is alive, Johnny.”

“Bullshit. It was Ben’s game and now it’s out of control.”

“How do you explain Erin?”

Johnny’s mouth twisted. Shadows poured like ink over his features, twisting into grotesque, not-quite human shapes. “I don’t know.”

“You knew a few minutes ago when you ran upstairs to find her.”

“Jesus, Kels. Is that it? Are you jealous?”

“She’s gone, isn’t she? We’re next Johnny.  This house—this monster is alive. It’s like a maze, a maze for my rats and we’re trapped. We’re the rats and the maze is alive.”

He made a little grunting noise and walked away from her, flicking the beam of his flashlight into the basement’s farthest corners. She stood where she was, waiting, curiosity nibbling at the edges of her attention until she broke in two and allowed her eyes to travel to the nearby boxes. They were familiar somehow. Not from the basement of the big brick monster in which she found herself, but from a place further away, a place of memory and time gone. She moved closer, studying the black script on the box’s side, a handwritten note. 

“Moving boxes,” she said. The memory came like a rush of cold water from a shower tap. She was seven again. The new house, the house in Springdale was empty and her uncles, red-faced and stout bellied farmers from southern Nebraska, carried in furniture piece by piece. The moving truck was filled with boxes and crates they’d gotten from a grocery store in Beatrice before the move.  Mother had scribbled with black marker the names of each room to which the boxes belonged. 

“These are from my house.” 

The words slipped out of her mouth like vapor, fog in a light breeze. She hadn’t intended to say them, but there they were. The noise of Johnny’s clambering stopped. A flashlight swayed toward her. 

“What?”

“Nothing,” she said, snapped back to the present and trying to cover. “Nothing.”

“No.” Johnny’s voice was firm and cool. “You mentioned the boxes.”

“It was nothing—”

“About them being from your house.” Johnny strode across the basement, a much larger space than Kelsey remembered from her exploration with Erin earlier in the day. This basement looked large enough to be under the entire house, not the tiny, clean space with unfinished walls.  This was a different basement, a basement she remembered from three-quarters of her life ago, from a time when she was a little girl with nightmares even years before the cave. 

“C’mon, Kels. What is it?”

“These boxes—they look like something from my house, when I was a little girl.”

“That’s imposs—” Johnny caught himself in mid-word. His eyes were wide and scanning her face for the truth. “How do you know?”

“The writing.” Kelsey reached out with a finger, hesitating for a moment before touching the cardboard under the black script. “It’s my mother’s.”

“It couldn’t be.”

“It is, Johnny. I’d know it anywhere.”

“Have you looked inside?”

Kelsey swallowed. There was the challenge. What would be inside the box, tiny trinkets from a world vanished under two decades? She turned to the top box, one labeled with the word kitchen. She glanced at Johnny, his face lined and heavy with shadows. The yellow flashlight glow shimmered. The cardboard was dry and dull under her fingers. She pulled the folds open as he held the light higher. 

“Fuck,” she said, stumbling backward. Her light tumbled to the ground and rolled across the floor, casting grim, carnival-sideshow shapes against the wall. 

“What was it, Kels?” Johnny asked. He turned to the box, and then swung the light toward the stairs to catch her feet as they scurried toward the first floor. 

 

   




Chapter 28: Raw Truth
 

 

Kelsey staggered through the dark kitchen into the dining room. Her left thigh struck the table’s corner, sending her tumbling sidelong against a wall. Pain shot through her leg, hot pulses launched with each throb of her hammering heart. It was wrong, all of it. The basement, the bathroom, the missing people…

“Kelsey?” 

Ben. He stood in the doorway leading to the living room. A shadow lurked behind him, short and thin—Daniel. They were still here, and maybe Sarah, too. Johnny’s footsteps thumped on the stairs behind her. A light flashed across the dining room wall. 

“What’s going on, Kelsey?” Ben stepped closer. He held a flashlight in his hand, but it was pointed at the ground. 

She held her throbbing leg. The fleshy bit of thigh which had struck the table was already swollen; her fingertips found the lump under her jeans. She felt as though she could fall to the ground and sob until her face slicked with tears, to cry until her body melted and seeped into the floorboards. 

“The basement,” she said. “There were boxes down there. Boxes from my house—with my mother’s handwriting.”

“It’s not a fucking game, Ben.” Johnny stood opposite Ben, his flashlight clutched at his side like a gunslinger waiting for action. The beam shone on Ben’s face, a face still pale without the hint of a smile. “I didn’t know earlier… I wasn’t thinking. I thought we’d be out of here. Sarah was scared—terrified. I have to hand it to you on that. Congratulations, fucker.”

“What are you talking about?” Ben’s light rose from the floor. Johnny’s face appeared across the room, strained and tense. 

“All of this, Ben. I bought into it, just like Sarah and Kels. It unsettled me, I’ll admit. You got to me. Good fucking drama and all that. How did you do it?” Johnny stepped into the room as he spoke, still holding his light at his hip. “How did you manage to hide your crew without us finding them? And the bathroom—stroke of genius.  It’s locked, you said.  Bullshit. You wanted us to go in there. You practically left breadcrumbs on the floor.”

“The bathroom… Are you suggesting I’m behind all this? That this is part of the plan?” Ben sneered. 

“Exactly. I didn’t think of you as this good of an actor. Give it up, okay? It’s not funny anymore, and it sure as hell isn’t entertaining.” Johnny had crossed the room, circling the end of the big dining room table as he spoke. He stood a few feet from Ben. “You almost killed Sarah, Ben. You didn’t count on the storm, did you?”

“The show’s over…” Ben shook his head. His light pointed toward the floor. “I’m in the dark as much as you. As much of any of us. I fucked up, okay? This house—”

“It’s just a house, isn’t it?” 

“No,” Ben said. He cleared his throat. “It’s not just a house. I didn’t plan for anything like this—I figured Sarah and Kelsey might get a little spooked. Maybe Erin would think she heard a noise in the night and…” his gaze flicked to Kelsey and back to Johnny. “I don’t know what’s happening here.  Those people—Erin, the crew—they’re gone.”

Johnny held his flashlight a little higher, shining the beam into Ben’s face. “The crew. I should have put it together sooner. Erin was in on this, too. Probably Daniel. All of your imports from Hollywood. One more trick on your old friends.”

“This is bullshit,” Ben said. 

“Yes. Bullshit.”

“Fuck you, Gilbert.  You’ve always been so self-righteous. Some of us tried to keep it together while you ran away to play war.” 

Johnny swung with his free hand. His fist struck Ben’s temple, sending him sprawling. Ben dropped the flashlight, and it rolled across the floor toward Kelsey. Johnny still held the other light in his hand, even as he drew back his fist and struck Ben again. The light flashed in and out of focus as the two men struggled until it dropped to the floor, pointing at the wall. A loud crash sounded, followed by a deep thump, the sound of a body striking an immovable object. Kelsey knelt, rummaging for the flashlight. She found it and rose, the flashlight in one hand while the other pushed hair from her face. 

On the big dining room table in front of her, Ben lay sprawled with Johnny over him, face twisted into a snarl. The bright glint of stainless steel—a knife—shone from Johnny’s clenched right hand. He’d dropped the flashlight which now sat on the table. His left hand held Ben by the neck; one knee pressed against Ben’s chest. Sweat glistened on both men’s foreheads. 

“Turn off the light, Kels,” Johnny growled. 

“Put the knife away,” Kelsey said.

Ben groaned. 

“This sick fuck nearly killed Sarah. He’s playing with your head, too. Why are you defending him? He’s a sack of shit. I didn’t put it together until we were downstairs—until you freaked down there.”

“Look at him, Johnny. He’s turning purple for God’s sake. Put the knife away and let him go.” Kelsey stepped closer to Johnny, holding out her free hand. “Hurting Ben isn’t going to help anything.”

Johnny’s face slackened. His shoulders dropped half an inch. “Kels…”

“Please, Johnny. I don’t want this. It isn’t going to help us out of this God-forsaken house. And once we are out—and we will get out—what then? You’re a murderer? You’ve killed Benjamin Wormsley for what? It won’t bring the other’s back—”

“That’s just a ploy, Kels. Part of his script.”

Kelsey shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. The others—are gone. I don’t know where, how… But they are gone. Lost.”

“Part of the show…” Johnny’s voice had begun to soften. He released Ben’s throat. “Wormsley needs to own what he’s done… He needs to tell the truth…” Johnny slid from the table, removing his knee from Ben’s chest.

“I-I am,” Ben coughed. He rubbed his throat, coaxing his strained voice. “I’ve been trying to t-tell you all this—the disappearances, the bathroom upstairs—isn’t p-part of any plan. Not my plan. I only picked the t-time and place.”

“It’s not possible…” Johnny backed away from the table, heading for the living room.  He shook his head from side to side. A vital tether inside the man had broken, snapped in two. He didn’t have the same, confident swagger with which Kelsey had fallen in love. He looked almost childlike, his eyes softened and his bottom lip hanging limp at his chin. Kelsey wondered what had become of the man who hotwired the RV not three hours before. What had happened to Johnny?

“What now?” Kelsey asked as she moved to the table to gather the other flashlight. “What do we do?”

“We can’t go outside,” Daniel said. His voice was sudden and unexpected—Kelsey had almost forgotten his presence. “We can’t leave, thanks to Mr. Wormsley’s mistakes. Thanks to the weather. We are trapped here.”

“Trapped.” Kelsey moved the word around on her tongue, feeling the weight and power of it. They were trapped, rats in a maze, waiting until… What? 

“We need a good night’s sleep,” Ben said, still rubbing his throat. “We can’t do anything tonight.”

“It’s going to get cold.” Johnny spoke like a phantom, a pale shadow which survived the splitting in two. “I couldn’t find the breakers downstairs. Even if I could, there’s no guarantee they were the problem. Winds probably knocked out the power. Miles of countryside and power lines and snow and wind… That and the bullshit about a generator. Whatever happened to the generator?”

“I don’t know,” Ben said. “We should sleep.  It’s too dark. Too cold. In the morning, we’ll put a plan together. We can’t do anything tonight… It’s too dark to think about the generator. Too dark and too cold.”

Johnny shook his head. “Damn you and your plan. We’ll need blankets.”

Daniel held a hand toward Kelsey. “I will take a flashlight. No one goes upstairs alone.”

 




Chapter 29: Midnight
 

 

Kelsey lay on the second couch. It was slightly shorter than the other and without the subtle paisley pattern. Ben and Johnny had carried it after Johnny and Daniel brought a number of blankets from the second floor. All five survivors—a word she hadn’t chosen but slipped into her mind all the same—slept in the living room. She listened as one by one the others drifted into sleep, their breathing slowing and becoming more rhythmic until, lullaby-like, it coaxed her from the waking world. Sleep came uneasily, but when it did, it carried a sweet, comforting blackness and silence, until the silence cracked with her whispered name.

“Kels…” 

Kelsey’s eyes opened. A thick, midnight-blue stillness clung to everything, lay over everyone, covered the room. Light and shadow shifted in front of her. Sarah’s eyes were open, too.

“Kels…” Sarah’s head rolled toward her friend—a few inches of monumental effort measured by the strain on Sarah’s face.

“Shhh…” Kelsey whispered. “Don’t move.” She slipped from the couch. As the blanket slid from her, the chill came, the deep cold Johnny had promised as the latent heat dissipated in the deep and frigid sureness of night. Kelsey knelt at her friend’s side and locked her eyes on Sarah’s. 

“Oh shit, Kels… My head feels like it’s been split open by a jackhammer.”

Kelsey raised a hand and almost touched the side of Sarah’s face. A sudden chill, a coldness more mood than lack of ambient heat, stayed her. A faint noise sounded from somewhere deep in the heart of the house, a tapping. Almost a knock. Kelsey held her breath and searched for their companions under the blankets. Johnny, Daniel, and Ben slept upright in chairs placed around the couches, one being dragged into the room from the parlor. 

“Did you hear that?” Kelsey asked.

“I can only hear my own head.” Sarah tried a faint smile. “I feel sick, Kels. Like I could puke.” 

Kelsey closed her eyes, listening for the muted sound. 

“Kels…”

Her eyes snapped open. “Yes.”

“My head. Do you have anything—some pills or something—I could use to plug this God-awful pounding?”

“Sure Sarah. I’ll find some Advil or Tylenol.” She touched Sarah’s cheek and brushed a bit of hair from the side of her face. “Back in a sec, all right?”

A faint smile flickered on Sarah’s pale lips. 

Kelsey stood and moved toward the tight little group’s border. She hesitated for a moment almost as though an invisible barrier held her in place. She felt the hesitation in her arms and legs, a heaviness which clung to her. The tapping noise had grown louder. Sarah wanted some medication. She needed painkillers for her head. The tapping stopped, and icy silence hung in the air, a thick, blue-black nothing. She turned and looked toward Sarah. 

The pills—a small vial of Advil for travel—waited in Kelsey’s suitcase on the second floor. The sound of her heart rattled her chest and worked into her arms and legs. She moved, one step, then another. Sarah needed the pain pills. She needed more than Kelsey could provide, but the pills would be a start. The stairs squeaked under Kelsey’s bare foot. She paused. 

They hadn’t squeaked before. 

A man mumbled in his sleep. 

Kelsey lowered her head and climbed the remaining stairs in quick, padding steps, not stopping to listen or waiting for any response from the woodwork. It groaned, she knew, just like a good, old house should. The house had dropped its guard in the basement. The house was alive—not silly as Sarah had said at all. It was a monster and they were inside, swallowed by the beast. Toys like mice to a cat. After a quick trip to the yellow room, she could go, running if she chose, back downstairs. She would have the pills for Sarah. The house had all of them, any time it wanted.

Kelsey flicked the wall switch without thinking. The hallway remained dark. She looked over her shoulder, thinking of the flashlights on the coffee table next to Sarah’s couch. She could go back—she should go back and grab one of them. Her hand stuck to the wall. Her feet wouldn’t move. 

No, Kels. Just a quick trip to your room, grab the pills, and head down. 

She listened. The tapping had stopped; no sound moved through the silent house save her hurried breath. 

Easy enough. 

She trotted down the hall. Toes tapped against the carpet runner as she went. She almost floated over the floor like a ghost. A ghost. A spirit. Tap, tap, tap…

Her hand froze against the cold, metal doorknob. She blinked and turned the knob. They’d left the curtains open earlier in the day, and a blue glow washed over both beds from the open window. The sky, still starless, was dark, but not the full, soul-stealing dark inside the house. Shadows waited, thick and predatory, in the yellow room’s corners. The color—yellow—was a myth lost to the deep blue of moonless nights. 

Kelsey stepped into the room, trying to remember where she’d left her bag with her pills. 

In and out. 

Knock, knock.

Who’s there?  

The sound, the knocking, came to her louder than it had on the first floor. This was a second floor sound, not some distant third floor code, not the same, quiet scratches she and Erin clambered to the attic to find. 

Knock, knock.

The hallway past the stairs. Kelsey turned her back on the open window, moved away from the bed, her open bag, and the pills for Sarah. She paused in the open doorway, feeling the weight of hallway shadow.

Knock, knock.

“Hello,” she said. The emptiness swallowed her voice in one gulp.

The knocking came from the bathroom—or the non-bathroom, the empty space behind a door at the hallway’s opposite end. Kelsey found her feet moving, taking her forward, step by step, until she faced the door. No one stirred below. She listened, holding her own breath so as not to taint her ears. 

A scratching sound leaked from under the door.

Someone was inside.

Kelsey gulped a breath and pushed the door open—click—and tumbled inside. 

Empty.

“Hello,” she said again, sure of the sound from inside the empty space, sure of the knocking and the scraping sound not unlike a stick against a large rock. 

A large rock or a cave wall.

Kelsey shivered. The other door beckoned—the closet door. It curled a finger toward Kelsey and asked her to open it. She moved through the empty, smooth-floored room. Her feet padded until they brought her to the threshold. Empty, that’s what Erin had said. The little closet in the not-bathroom had been empty when Ben checked. Kelsey wrapped her fingers on the knob, turned, and pulled. 

The space behind the door opened black and deep, impossible for her eyes to measure. 

Knock, knock. 

“Help,” a voice said. It was tiny, a little girl’s voice. “Help me, Daddy.”

 




Chapter 30: A Light in the Dark
 

 

Kelsey stepped forward; one hand extended in front while the other clung to the doorknob. Her fingers slipped away from the metal. The door hung in space, a portal to somewhere else, a place of wood and glass and logic. The other hand, the one which groped in the darkness, moved through unreality. This was no closet, no small, empty opening. She bit her lip and waited, listening for the voice.

“I’m lost,” it said—she said, a girl of nine or ten from the voice’s tone and volume. 

Kelsey glanced once more at the door, took a breath, and plunged into the dark, groping with both hands now, reaching in front and to the sides to find the walls. Her knuckles dragged against stone. She stopped, felt on both sides, and noted a rough, circular cavern. Her hands played with its boundaries. Behind her, the door had vanished, leaving no lingering ambient light. 

She found herself in a cave.

Impossible.

“No, Kels, it’s not.”

The voice was just as impossible. Maybe more so.

“Dad?”

“Here.” A flame danced. A man appeared next to her in the dark, her father as he was fifteen years ago. Smooth skin covered his face with hints of crinkled crow’s feet near his eyes. His blue eyes shimmered with the light. A pair of thick-framed glasses rested halfway down his nose. He held a lighter—a gunmetal grey Zippo—in his right hand. Its light warmed his face.  She knew the inscription on the lighter, To Hank with Love, from her mother. It had been a gift for their fifteenth wedding anniversary, the year he gave up smoking.

“I always thought it was a bit ironic,” he said, nodding toward the lighter. 

“I was just thinking about the lighter. Mom gave it to me after your…” Kelsey’s tongue felt as though it was made of sponge, thick and dry and uncomfortable in her mouth. She couldn’t say the word funeral. The lighter was in her suitcase. She remembered putting it in her suitcase. “How did you—”

“Shhh. Don’t worry about the little things. I have someone you need to see.” He moved further into the tunnel. The yellow flame cast a halo on the rock walls as he walked. 

Kelsey hurried after the retreating man. 

“Dad,” she called. 

He turned and pressed a finger against his lips. A piece of Kelsey cried out, saying no, this couldn’t be her father. He was dead. She’d watched the coffin drop into the ground, a coffin whose high gloss polished surface she’d run her fingers across. Before that, she’d looked upon his wax-mannequin lips and folded hands. She knew dead. This man—this replacement father—was an illusion. 

“A ghost,” she said, surprising herself with her own voice. 

“You don’t believe in ghosts,” her father said as he continued through the tunnel.

Kelsey’s eyes narrowed. “But my father is dead.”

“Yes. So I am. But…” He looked over his shoulder. “Here I am, saving my little girl from the dark cave again.”

The chill which shot through Kelsey’s stomach did so with wrathful intensity, like a spear of ice forced through her intestines. This man, be it specter or ghost or figment of her imagination, brought her memories to the fore. She knew the little girl’s voice, the tiny voice crying for help behind the black veil. 

It was her voice—her own ten-year-old voice. 

They entered a high-ceilinged chamber, the roof high enough her father’s tiny light got lost among the shadows. Kelsey looked to her side and touched a railing. Her fingers played along the cold steel bar. 

“This isn’t possible. I know this place.”

“You should.” Her father smiled and moved the lighter closer to the stony wall. “Where are we, Kels?”

“Wind Cave. I haven’t been here since I was a little girl. I know it’s Wind Cave because of the box work, the calcium formations up there.” One finger pointed toward a web of intricate white stone. “Wind Cave doesn’t have typical stalactites or stalagmites, but plenty of box work.” 

“You were lost here,” he said. 

“And you found me. It was dark and cold and I was afraid.”

“Not at first.”

“No… No, I wasn’t at first. I explored and then the lights went out. I’ve never been anywhere so dark. You came and found me with your lighter. You found me before the park rangers.”

Her father smiled.

Kelsey’s lips wavered on the edge of a smile, but turned downward. “But that’s a memory. Impossible. I’m not in a cave—I can’t be. This is a house, a rather big brick house in the middle of nowhere. I’m in north-central Kansas, seven-hundred miles from Wind Cave. Seven-hundred miles and seventeen years from you finding me.”

“Really?”

The voice changed, slid into something different. It was no longer her father’s voice, but that of an old friend, a man she hadn’t seen in years. She spun, her eyes scanning the cavern for the exit, but just as fast, she was no longer in a cavern. The room was plain and simple and covered in dust. From the sloping roof, she reckoned it must be the third floor. 

“Kelsey?”

Jared stood five feet from Kelsey, his face pale and clean-shaven as it had been five years ago. He moved toward her in the blue room, arms open and hands extended. She backed away.

“Oh, God. Kelsey. I’ve been waiting for you…”

Her head spun. His hands clasped her arms. 

“There’s something you should know.” 

 




Chapter 31: An Old Friend
 

 

Kelsey pulled Jared close and gave him a crushing hug. She pushed away a moment later, searching his face. “You’re cold.  Your skin—it feels like ice.”

“I’m just a memory.”

“That’s impossible. I’m touching you—you’re right here. Of course we remembered you—we all did. We thought you were dead. Five years ago… Oh my God.” Kelsey’s face twisted as the realization dawned on her. “Have you been in this house for five years? How did you survive—”

“You aren’t listening, Kelsey. I’m just a memory. This house… This house shapes itself to memories. I’m so lonely Kels.”

A flood of thoughts merged in Kelsey’s brain. Dizzy, she held her forehead with one hand and backed away from Jared. He didn’t move. “The house… Memories? How—that’s not even possible.”

“Always the scientist.”

“Memories can’t stand in front of me. They’re locked away here, in your skull. I can’t touch my memories, but I can touch you.” Kelsey waved at Jared’s chest. “You’re flesh and blood—a little cold, but real.”

“Real. Of course. Just like your father.”

“He’s dead,” Kelsey said. “He died about a month ago—complications of a stroke. Are you trying to say that both of you are dead? That you’re a ghost then? I don’t—”

“Believe in ghosts. I know.” Jared nodded. “I don’t know how else to explain, Kelsey. This house…”

“I’ve seen things—illusions.”

Jared shook his head. He had yet to move from the spot where Kelsey first hugged him. “Memories, Kelsey. Your memories. Everyone else, too: Johnny, Sarah—”

“Erin. Jesus—the basement was Erin’s. Her memory at least. She mentioned her uncle’s house in California. But tonight, after she vanished, it took the shape of my new house in Springdale. The boxes were there… Everything. They even had Mom’s handwriting on the sides.”

“It was hers, now yours. You’ve got a powerful mind, Kelsey. You’ve brought me here.”

She shook her head.

“I’ve been here all the time. The house has kept me.” Jared looked at the wall. “It wants you, too. All of you.”

“My God… Where is Erin?”

“She’s not lost. She’s still here if you look hard enough. She’s still here just like I am.”

Kelsey wagged her head back and forth. “That’s impossible. Johnny looked for her. He checked every room on the second and third floors.  She’s not here. The crew is lost, too.”

“They’re not lost either. The house needed a break, that’s all. Too many memories in one place.”

Kelsey gestured toward the darkness behind her, imagining the tunnel back to the second floor bathroom must be hidden somewhere within. “They couldn’t find their way back to the house. Ben and Daniel heard them on the radio. They couldn’t find the damn house.”

“Maybe the house didn’t want to be found. Too many memories…”

“Didn’t’ want to be found?”

Jared nodded.

Kelsey’s right hand touched the side of her neck. She began to feel sick, a slow, rising stomach fluid cocktail tainted with fear and anxiety. “So what about us, then? Me—the others downstairs.”

“You’ll be missed. They—someone outside the house—might mount a search. No one will find you in here. Eventually, the house will take all of you. It’s hungry. It’s lonely, like I’m alone.”

“You sound like it’s alive.” She patted her arms, fighting the chill. “You talk like this house has an appetite, like it’s an animal. That’s too weird, Jared. I don’t believe—”

“This place doesn’t care if you believe or not, Kels.”

She closed her eyes and imagined a maze from the animal lab on campus—one of her mazes. What did the rats see when they scurried through her puzzles? Did they imagine anything beyond the maze walls? Could they plan ahead, speculate about the future when they might be free of the maze? Did they think at all? Did they ever imagine the maze was alive? Her eyes opened. “We’ll die. We’ll be lost in this house and die.  We’ll starve to death.  If no one is able to find us—”

“Yes, eventually. Memories live, though. It’s not bad.”

“I don’t want anyone to die…”

“I didn’t either—five years ago.” The shadow of a smile grew on Jared’s cold lips.

“We didn’t—we fled the house after finding the body. We trekked through the snow to the highway and flagged down the first vehicle and found help.”

“I know.”

“The body…”

“My uncle,” Jared said. “He committed suicide when I was ten. It was an awful mess and a powerful, powerful memory. I was the one to find him, dead, in his tub. I erased the blood in my memory, but the rest remained strong. When the house had me, once I knew it wouldn’t let me go, I left you my uncle’s body. I wanted all of you to leave and not return.”

Kelsey began tugging her bottom lip and pacing a small path in the dark space. She understood, at least as much as she could. “We’re in danger here.”

“Danger is a strange word.”

“Am I lost?”

Jared tilted his head. “Your father found you.”

“So I can save the others—Johnny and Ben and Sarah and Daniel? I can still save them?”

“Possibly.” Jared shrugged. “But dying’s not so bad.”

“Like hell. We’ll all die. I mean, of course we will—but we don’t have to die here. We don’t have to die in this stinking pest hole.” Kelsey punched a balled up fist into the opposite palm. “What about Erin?”

“She’s here.”

“But I need to find her.” Kelsey narrowed her eyes. “I need to find her and get the others out of this fucking house.”

“I’ve been lonely, Kelsey. Please, I don’t want you to leave.”

Realization sparked in Kelsey’s mind. Her mouth dropped open. “My God—you were the man on the road. You made us wreck.”

 “I didn’t want you to leave me this time.” 

She closed her eyes. His skin had been cold when they hugged. There wasn’t a spark of life in the thing she’d touched. It was Jared and not-Jared. Her eyes opened again, and the thing was gone. “We’re not beaten yet,” she muttered, and the world around her swirled to black.

 




Chapter 32: Ben is Broken
 

 

Ben woke with a start. 

Somewhere inside the house, a door had slammed, waking him from a thick, dreamless blanket of sleep. He turned his head from side to side, working the kink from his neck. His arms and legs sagged like they were infused with lead. The house listened. A slight wind buffeted the windows, but everything else was still. He scooted from the chair and stood. His throat burned where Johnny had held him down. He needed water… Something to drink. 

Sarah lay with one hand across her forehead. A pallid cast hung over her features, and her hair spilled in a silver mass over the arm of the couch. She was breathing. He watched the slow rise and fall of her chest for a moment before turning to Johnny. 

Soldier boy was out, too. 

Some hero. 

Johnny… Sarah… Ben found Daniel, too, asleep lie the others. But Kelsey was gone. A creeping coldness wound through his stomach, the same sensation which started to grow after hearing the crew’s distressed voices over the radio. Kelsey… He looked to the stairs and front foyer. She wouldn’t have left. She couldn’t have, not in this mess. His shoeless feet padded across the parlor rug, past the others fast asleep, and brought him to the foot of the stairs. Again, he listened. 

Nothing. Not even the dull thump of footsteps anywhere else in the house. 

How was it possible? How could five people—now six if he counted Kelsey among the number of missing—just disappear. Ben frowned. The creeping chill collided with a hollow pit in his gut and spread like hoarfrost over his skin. Kelsey was gone, too. He’d lost five on this trip to the house. Jesus. They were being picked off, one by one. He glanced toward the three in the parlor. His gaze swept toward the stairs. Darkness watched him from the second floor landing. Darkness waited for him. 

He broke through the frost and climbed. 

 

~

 

Kelsey opened her eyes. 

She was lying in the second floor bathroom, but this time it wasn’t empty. A tub had returned, along with a sink and small medicine cabinet with a mirror. The bathtub was free of corpses—just an ordinary white-porcelain tub. She studied her image in the mirror. 

Kelsey pushed herself upright and stood. For a moment, she listened to the house—listened to a great, slumbering beast. She was still in the monster’s belly, but now, at least, she possessed a weapon against the monster. She’d seen behind the curtain.  The house couldn’t manage all of them, not a once. Too many memories filled the house. Kelsey left the bathroom, headed down the hall, and turned into the yellow room. She’d last seen Erin on the third floor, and she would look again. She needed light. The old hesitation lingered, the old fear of darkness. Once inside the room, she worked her way to the window and pushed the curtains open. The snow-covered world glowed like a child’s toy. Stars twinkled overhead. Light enough. 

Her suitcase was still on the chest at the foot of her bed. She threw open the cover and rummaged inside. Although she’d placed some of her clothing in the dresser, she’d kept a few items in the suitcase, including the small box her mother had given her after the funeral. She found the box. Her fingers fumbled with the lid, pulling it open. Inside, she found her father’s lighter wrapped in a wad of old newspaper. She picked out the lighter, leaving the paper in the box. Her thumb raked across the rough wheel. Sparks jumped, and an orange flame rose, casting flickering shadows on the yellow walls.

She clicked the lighter shut and headed for the stairs. Her feet pounded up at first, toward the third floor. She’d last seen Erin there. Erin wasn’t lost… Not if Jared spoke the truth. Could she trust him—it? What if the house was playing with her, another illusion from the God-forsaken maze? She needed a test to prove Jared was real, even as a memory. She needed a test before she did anything else—before she even went back down and spoke with the others. 

She froze. A tiny light danced in Johnny’s room, its yellow haze spilling into the hallway. Her gaze raked across the hallway wallpaper. The pineapples were gone—had they even been there in the first place? She shook her head, trying to dislodge broken thoughts—to dislodge them or force them together like a stubborn puzzle, a puzzle with missing pieces.

Her mouth opened; she meant to call Erin’s name, but held back. Her throat constricted. She touched her skin with a finger and found lumps of gooseflesh. She had to check. She had to know. She moved closer to the light, the open door. Her hand touched the wainscoting, rubbing across the seams in the wood panels. She paused, heart pounding. Breath would not come—her lungs had frozen.

Go on.

She found Ben when she turned the corner. He shined a flashlight in her face. His other hand clutched a black pistol. 

“Fuck—Kelsey… I thought you were gone, too.”

She shielded her face from the light. “Put it down, okay?”

“Sorry.” The yellow beam pointed toward the floor. “Where have you been?”

Kelsey’s eyes wouldn’t leave the gun. “Looking for Erin. What’s with the pistol?”

Ben sat on the bed and dropped the flashlight beside him. He cradled the pistol in front of him, examining it like one might a fossil or rare archeological find. “It’s John’s. I found it in here. He had it buried in his suitcase, covered up with a bunch of t-shirts. Why do you suppose he’d bring a gun, Kels?”

She shook her head.

“It’s loaded, too.” Ben’s voice drifted like the sound of a television in another room. He shook his head as he spoke. “I don’t know either.”

“Maybe he wanted a little security. Maybe he wanted to feel safe.”

“But…” Ben turned the pistol over. 

“Jared’s still here, Ben.” Kelsey folded her arms. She imagined being strong. “Jared’s still here, somewhere in this house.”

Ben’s mouth hung open. He blinked three times in succession. “I know. I’ve always known he was still here, even though he can’t be. We’ve been through every room. He’s been missing for five years. It’s just impossible for anyone to hide here for that long. The police—”

“I don’t give a damn what the police said. Jared’s here—I don’t think he intended to hide. The house trapped him.” 

A moment passed. The house listened, waiting. Ben covered his face with his free hand. “My God, Kels. What have I done?”

She shook her head, seeing the ruined Ben Wormsley for the first time. He was a broken man; his smile torn down and cast aside. 

“I brought us here because I wanted to find him. I wanted some closure. The show… Jesus, I don’t even have the money to pay anyone. I haven’t sold the rights. The venture capital was just enough to buy the house and get the crew. I needed to sell the show to pay the five of you.” Ben glanced at the gun. “I never intended anyone to get hurt—”

“You don’t have the money?”

Ben shook his head. 

It was all an act, from the first superficial smile he’d shared over a drink in Manhattan to the bullshit he spewed on the house tour. He’d tripped and fallen and now sat before her—broken but honest. 

“You never had the money?”

“I’ve been having these dreams, Kelsey. Nightmares for months. I thought it was some kind of sign, some kind of message from—”

“Jared,” Kelsey said. “Me, too. Sarah’s had them.”

“Really?”

“Yes. He’s still here, though. I’ve seen him.”

“That’s impossible.” Ben’s eyes narrowed, and his tone became incredulous. “That’s not possible.”

Kelsey dropped her arms to her sides. Ben had lied about the money. A piece of her wanted to lunge forward, grab the pistol, and whip him with the butt. Part of her wanted to slap him. She wanted to scream and shout and tear Ben Wormsley into several tiny pieces for bringing them to this hell. But Ben was as broken as anyone—he’d just done a better job at hiding. 

“He’s here, Ben. I’ve seen him—part of him, anyway. A ghost… I don’t know.” She frowned. “Whatever he-it was, I know the others are here, too. We still have time to save them. I think we need to find him, too.”

Ben tilted his face toward her, questioning. “But you said you saw him?”

“Yes… A ghost… A memory. His body has to be here.”

“God…” Ben glanced at the gun. He rose from the bed, took the gun to Johnny’s suitcase and buried it under the t-shirts. “I-in the morning, we’re going to take this house apart. In the morning, we find the others.” 

 

 




Chapter 33: Lost and Found
 

 

The morning sky hid behind a constant sheet of snow. The snow had been falling for nearly two days without respite. The blinds around the big dining room window were drawn, letting in as much light as possible from the white wasteland outside. Four sets of weary eyes studied each other. Daniel, Ben, Johnny, and Kelsey sat at the table, munching what they could find in the pantry—some cereal and dried fruit—from the cartons. The house was cold, far too cold for comfort, and each wore a coat. Sarah remained asleep on the parlor couch.

“The owners of that diner—the Harvest House—will come or contact someone to find us, won’t they?” Daniel asked. “They were to bring us meals, and since they can’t, they will call the police. Some authority.”

“Will they?” Johnny asked. He cast a glare toward Ben. 

“I’m sure they’ll try.” Ben sighed. “I’m sure they will.”

“Try.” Johnny snorted. “Try. You said we needed to get to work this morning, hence this amazing breakfast. So talk.”

Ben nodded. “Kelsey and I want to search—”

“For Erin,” Kelsey finished his sentence. “We want to make one more search for Erin, scouring the house from top to bottom. We’ll all go together and start on the third floor.”

Ben shot Kelsey a puzzled look. “What about—”

“Sarah?” Kelsey returned an icy gaze, trying to signal Ben to be quiet about Jared, about what they’d discussed the night before. “She’ll be fine down here.”

Johnny rose and stretched. His usual firm expression was drawn and soft. He moved to the window. “What about the others, though? The camera guys you sent out into the woods. What about them?”

“They are frozen by now,” Daniel said. “They are frozen and dead.”

“They might have—”

“Don’t kid yourself, Wormsley.  They never made it back to the house in this mess.  It’s well below freezing out there and it’s been blowing all night. Those guys are people-sicles. People-sicles killed by Benjamin Wormsley.”

“We have to look for Erin,” Kelsey said. “We can’t do anything outside. We should focus on her.”

Ben hesitated, but nodded. 

Johnny kneaded his face. “Sure. Whatever you say. But I did look for her. We all looked for Howard—this whole thing stinks.” His bloodshot eyes fell on Ben. “It’s rotten.”

Kelsey laid both hands in front of her on the table. “We start on the third floor and we pry back the walls until we find her. A house doesn’t—”

The noise startled her, three thumps followed by a crash. 

“The living room,” Johnny said. “Someone fell… Sarah was all alone.” He dashed under the archway, and the others followed. 

Sarah was sitting upright, her back to the others. 

“What happened?” Ben asked. 

“Erin.” Sarah turned her head. “It’s Erin.”

On the hardwood floor near the foyer, a blonde woman lay face down. The tips of her fingers were marred and near-black. Kelsey caught her stomach with one hand. Blood. Erin’s fingers were smeared with blood. 

“Fuck,” Johnny said, rushing to the fallen woman. “What happened?”

Erin pushed from the floor, rolling to one side. Her eyes were open, pupils wide and lost. Her fine, platinum hair matted to her forehead with another dark smudge. She opened her mouth. Her lips shook; she was trying to speak. 

“Help me get her to the couch,” Johnny said. 

Ben and Daniel joined him, and together they lifted Erin. She blinked. Closer now, Kelsey understood the blood on Erin’s fingertips—a few of her nails were missing, and where present, they were broken in jagged lines. The men laid her on the couch across from Sarah, propping her head on the armrest. 

“D-dead…” Erin’s voice trembled.

Kelsey dropped next to Sarah. She put her arm around Sarah’s shoulders and pulled her close, wanting the touch of another human, someone real and tangible and alive. A strange, ethereal otherness floated with the word “dead” from Erin’s mouth. Her eyes watered. A ragged cut was just visible under her hairline with a crust of dried blood at the edge. 

Johnny crouched at her side. “Who Erin?”

Her head shook. “Old dead… Been there a long time.”

A bolt of ice shot into Kelsey’s stomach. “It’s Jared.”

Johnny scowled. “Impossible.”

“She found Jared.” Kelsey shook her head. “I know it sounds impossible. I know it shouldn’t be possible. But she found Jared’s body.”

A sickly pallor fell over Johnny’s sharp features, softening them. “Jared…”

“Where Erin?” Ben asked. “Where did you find the body?”

“T-third floor. In the wall. I was in the wall.” Her eyes rolled back into her head; her shoulders shook with convulsions. “I was in the wall.”

Kelsey pulled her arm away from Sarah and leaned forward. “How did you get in the wall, sweetie?” She patted Erin’s knee. 

Erin’s black pupils fell on Kelsey and then pointed to her own fingers. “Just was. One minute, I was l-looking in a room… then the wall. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t breathe. Too much dust and stench.  I groped in the dark, pressed in from both sides. I f-felt it. Soft and dry and brittle. I touched his—its—face…” Her voice broke off in sobs.

Johnny leaned away from Erin. “Jesus.”

Ben shook his head. “Do you think she found a door? Maybe a trick panel?”

Erin glared at him, her eyes flashing like black fire. “I was in the fucking wall, you prick. I didn’t open any fucking doors.” She lifted her torn fingers. “I had to claw my way out. Buried alive with that—thing.” 




Chapter 34: The Body
 

 

Johnny, Ben and Daniel had been gone less than five minutes before Erin collapsed to sleep. Sarah and Kelsey sat on the opposite couch, watching the younger woman’s labored breath. Kelsey had wiped Erin’s hands and face with a damp cloth. She’d scrubbed away as much blood as possible without causing Erin any pain. The poor thing’s eyes had been lost and wandering the room before she slipped away.

“Do you think it was Jared?” Sarah asked. Her voice sounded soft and bruised. She hadn’t moved from the couch since the night before. “Do you think… I mean, is that even possible?”

Kelsey shook her head. “I don’t know. Last night I thought—I suppose it was a dream, but—”

“Jared?”

Kelsey nodded. “And my father. After I left you, I went upstairs. Something pulled me toward the bathroom on the second floor. I went through the door, and the house sort of disappeared.”

Sarah closed her eyes. 

“I know it sounds nuts. But I was in the cave again, like when I was a kid. I felt the stone, Sarah.” She held out her hands. “I rubbed the back of my knuckles on the stone.”

“A dream.”

“No. I spoke with Jared this time. I’ve never spoken with him in a dream before. I’ve never been able to communicate. He told me Erin was still in the house.”

Sarah coughed. 

“Sorry. I know it’s impossible to believe. I can’t wrap my head around it, either.”

Kelsey shifted on the couch. Her eyes fell to the bloodied rag in her hand. Erin’s blood. She glanced at Sarah’s face and found her friend’s eyes still closed. Was there something she should say? Was there anything she could say? Three days in the house and the whole world started to come apart, piece by piece, and make a puzzle they would never be able to solve. 

Sarah sighed and slumped against the arm rest. “So tired.”

“Sleep then.” Kelsey leaned against the opposite rest. “We should all get some sleep.”

Kelsey closed her eyes, but she wouldn’t sleep. The cold, for one, worked against her. Her nose chilled and fingers began to numb. She dropped the damp rag on the carpet and examined her red fingers. How cold was it in the house? How cold would it get before they’d be found or someone fixed the generator? Damn them! Somebody needed to do something or the whole lot of them would freeze.

She rose from the couch and rubbed her hands together. She tilted her head, listening for a sound from the men upstairs. Nothing. A few steps and she stood in the hallway. She held her breath and pushed the door open to the maid’s quarters. A metal rack and several studio monitors with tape players had been installed against one wall. Several spools of orange extension cord lay on the floor as well as one big shoulder mounted camera. Three silver equipment cases were shoved in one corner. On a folding plastic table near the monitor rack, Kelsey found a cup of coffee, half full and nearly frozen. They were all nearly frozen. So much for Ben’s Hollywood dreams. 

She picked up a hand radio and worked the switch. Static. 

A noise came from the living room, and Kelsey’s heart jumped. She groped through the darkened hallway. 

Ben paced the floor near the foyer. Daniel had collapsed in a chair. Johnny stood at the window, staring into the white wasteland. 

“There’s a body. She wasn’t lying about that,” Johnny said. “It’s been up there for a number of years, too.”

“Is it Jared?” Kelsey asked. “Can you t-tell?”

Ben shook his head. “It’s pretty messed up. Rats I guess. Rats and age and maggots and—”

“Stop,” Kelsey said. She pressed one hand against her stomach. “I could do without the gory details.”

Ben nodded. 

“He—it didn’t have a jacket on… Just what looked like it might have been a grey sweatshirt and jeans. Can you remember what Jared was wearing, Kelsey? When we lost him, what was he wearing?”

He was cold that day—no jacket. A grey sweatshirt and blue jeans. Kelsey pressed the heels of each hand over her eyes. Five years melted away until she found another snowy day, another cold dark snowy day in the house. What was he wearing? No jacket. A grey sweatshirt and blue jeans. 

“Yes,” she said. “I think that’s him… But there’s no way of know, for sure, is there?”

Johnny hung his head. “No.  Not in his state. Like Ben said, rats and—”

“Enough.” Ben slammed his fist against the wall. “Enough.”

“How could it happen?” Daniel asked. As he spoke, he edged forward on his chair. “How could this friend of yours be in the wall of the house?” 

“Lath and plaster up there. Poor Erin forced her way out—she must have, just like she said.” Johnny rubbed his hand over the wall next to the window. “The plaster was broken and a few boards pushed out from the inside. No sign of how she got in there. No doors or hallways or secret dumbwaiters…”

“Jared,” Kelsey said. The mystery was solved.

Daniel stood and began wringing his hands. “What now? What do we do now?”

Kelsey touched her nose. It was cold and rubbery. “We can’t stay here indefinitely. Without any heat or sign or rescue, we’ll freeze.”

“Jesus… Just like Wayne and Nick. They couldn’t have made it all night, could they?” Ben crossed to the window and peered outside. “The wind looks brutal, blowing snow all over the place. I can’t tell if it’s still coming down.” 

Johnny nodded. “We’ll need to try and get the generator working. We can fire up one of those space heaters at least.”

“What if you get lost out there?” Ben asked. “What if the house doesn’t let you find it again—like what happened to the crew?”

“I’m not sure I believe the house hid itself. That’s fucking crazy.” Johnny shook his head. “But where’s the generator?” 

“In the shed out back. It was going to be too noisy for the microphones. Too much interference.” Ben rubbed his neck. 

“We could use the extension cords in the spare room—your crew’s cords, Ben. We could make a tether for Johnny and keep him tied to the house.” Kelsey moved to the hallway door. “There’s at least a hundred yards of line. That way he’d be attached to the house in case—”

“I don’t believe the house disappeared for those guys.” Johnny shook his head.

“What happened to Erin, then?” Kelsey asked, glaring at Ben. “What about Jared.”

Johnny’s lips stretched in a firm line across his face. 

“You’ll use the tether?” Kelsey asked. 

Johnny nodded. 

“What if you cannot start the generator?” Daniel asked. “What happens to us?”

Ben dragged a finger across the cold window pane. “We make a big fire to keep us warm and hope somebody sees the smoke. Either that or wait for them to dig us out.” A small, nervous laugh slipped from his mouth. “I’m kidding, of course.”

 




Chapter 35: The Plan
 

 

Johnny, wrapped in his heavy coat and tied at the waist with orange extension cord, opened the back door leading from the kitchen to the snowy yard. He gripped the cord with one gloved hand and gave it a slight tug. 

“I feel like an astronaut going for a space walk” he joked. “Is it tied off?” 

Kelsey yanked the extension cord’s opposite end, the end knotted to a cabinet post inside the house. “Best knot I could tie. I was a girl scout, you know.”

“And I thought you just sold cookies.”

“Don’t be stupid.” Kelsey frowned. “And hurry, okay? It’s cold in here. I’ll keep an eye on this end just in case.”

“You sure you can get the generator going?” Ben asked. 

Johnny flipped his lined hood over his head. “Two years in the motor pool. If anyone is going to make this thing work, it’s me.”

He slipped through the door and pushed it mostly shut, leaving only enough space for the end of his tether. Kelsey watched from the kitchen window. Johnny’s dark form faded from black to grey to a just visible smudge in the blowing snow. The shed was a ghost. A good amount of slack remained. She leaned back from the counter. 

“I think he’s going to make it with plenty of cord to spare.” 

No one answered. Kelsey spun around. The kitchen was empty—moments before Ben and Daniel had both been with her. 

“Ben?”

No answer. 

Kelsey glanced to the window. Johnny was gone. She traced the orange line until it vanished a few feet from the house. The knot held firm. Extra cord lay looped on the floor. 

“Ben? Daniel?” She called again. 

Nothing. 

The cord gave a slight tug. 

A sharp, quick bang echoed through the house. A gunshot, followed by a second. Kelsey choked on her heart. Her eyes flicked to the window. Nothing. The knot held. She ran from the kitchen, through the unused sitting room, and into the foyer. 

Sarah sat up. “Kelsey—shit. I heard a gun. Was that a gun?”

Kelsey looked up the stairs. Darkness. 

“Kelsey?” 

She took the stairs two at a time, pausing for a moment on the second floor before hurtling up to the third, the attic. The lone gun in the house was Johnny’s…

She almost tripped over the body in the mid-morning gloom. One door was open down the hallway to the right. Bluish light spilled against the wall. She knelt. Ben was still alive, breathing raggedly. 

“Daniel,” he said, and then broke into a fit of coughing. Dark flecks marred his lips. “He’s got… He’s got J-Johnny’s gun.”

 

~

 

Johnny pressed his gloved hands against the shed, searching for the door. He found the metal handle and pushed. It gave with a weak groan. He stepped over the yellow power supply cord from the generator as it ran through the entrance and under the snow. Hopefully, he’d be able to fire up the generator and they’d be sitting around an electric heater within an hour. Inside the shed, the howl of prairie wind vanished. Johnny waited for a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness inside. He tugged on the orange cord, a security blanket to make sure he was still connected to the world. 

Light filtered through cracks in the walls and under corner of the roof, just enough light to find the floor in front of him empty. 

“What the fuck,” he muttered. He spun and checked the packed dirt near the entryway. The cord—the thick yellow power cable he’d just stepped over was gone. 

Tricked. 

Johnny’s stomach dropped. He wrapped his fingers around the tether and pulled it from the snow. The line gave too much slack. He stood in the shed’s doorway and, hand over hand, reeled the orange line toward him like a fisherman. It gave too much slack. Too much… The plug popped up, from the drift. 

His gaze lifted; his heart froze. The house’s gray specter was gone. Vanished. He stepped through the shed doorway into a sea of white. 

 

~

 

Kelsey braced herself against the wall. Her head spun. Ben’s blood pooled thick and near-black on the hallway floor. His head had lolled back, his eyes open. She wouldn’t check his pulse—she couldn’t bring herself to touch his too-pale skin. He was dead. She swallowed and crept along the hallway.

Sobbing came from Johnny’s room. She paused, listening. 

“Daniel,” she called. “Daniel, it’s me. It’s Kelsey.”

“I-I can’t do this.”

Kelsey held her breath for a moment. “I’m coming in.”

“No,” he said. 

“I need you to give me the gun.” She closed her eyes and pressed her body against the smooth, cold wall. “I need you to give me the gun when I come into the room.”

“No. Please…” 

“I’ll count, okay? I’ll count to five.”

“I can’t do this. The body is in here, Kelsey. It’s all true. This house is a monster. I can’t do…”

“One…”

“It’s wrong…”

“Two…”

She inched closer to the door. 

“Three…”

The pistol fired. The small “pop” surprised Kelsey. She’d expected something more. Something like an explosion which might shake the windows. She gripped the door jam and pulled herself into the room. Her stomach lurched. She fell against the wall, covering her mouth. 

Daniel’s body was on the bed, one arm flung high over his head. The other arm draped to the side. Johnny’s pistol lay just beyond his outstretched fingers. His face—God. Kelsey turned away and heaved at the sight. She held her stomach and looked up, catching a glimpse of the desiccated corpse revealed in the wall opening before hearing her name. 

 

~

 

Sarah wobbled on unsteady legs into kitchen after she’d heard the door slam shut. She held her weight against the counter, making for the window. A water puddle from newly melted snow covered the floor near the back door. 

Someone had gone outside. She pressed a hand to her head, trying to think. 

Who?

Why?

She leaned as best she could against the counter and struggled to see into the storm. 

Another gunshot, muted and distant but sudden and unexpected, forced her back. 

“Kelsey,” she called. “Kelsey!”

 

~

 

Kelsey thumped down the stairs. She stumbled and collided with the front door. The house smelled differently now. She closed her eyes and nosed the metallic tang of metal. A river of blood played behind her closed eyelids. She swallowed hard and staggered across the parlor.

“Sarah?”

Erin stirred on the couch. Her eyes bolted open. 

“Where’s Sarah?” Kelsey asked. 

Erin shook her head and winced at the effort. 

Kelsey tore through the dining room and skidded to a halt at the kitchen archway. Sarah stood before the sink. One hand covered her face and her shoulders shook. 

“My God…”

“Where’s the cord, Sarah?”

Sarah’s pale, thin face turned toward Kelsey. “Cord?”

“The orange power cable. It was tied right here. Right here.” Kelsey waved at the cabinet post.

“No cable. Someone went outside. They just shut the door.”

Kelsey held her breath and dashed for the door. She threw it open and thundered onto the back stoop. White. The whole world was lost in a mass of white. 

“Johnny,” she called. “Johnny!”

“What are you doing?” Sarah asked. 

Kelsey’s shoulders slumped. “He’s gone,” she said. “He’s gone like Wayne and Ben and Daniel and… Oh, Jesus, he’s gone.”

“What?”

Kelsey slumped through the door and slammed it shut behind her. A puff of snow fell at her heels. “He’s gone. He went out to fire up the generator, get us some heat. We tied a cord,” she waved toward the cabinet again. “We made him wear it around his waist.”

“There was no cord.” 

Kelsey nodded. “It’s the house,” she said. Her eyes were lost and unfocused. “The house…”

“Upstairs… The gunshot…”

“Ben. Daniel shot him, twice. He’s in the hallway, dead. Daniel shot himself on Johnny’s bed. He must have put the barrel in his mouth… God…”

“Oh shit. Where’d he get the gun?”

Kelsey closed her eyes and pinched her temple between a thumb and forefinger. “Johnny. It was Johnny’s pistol. It’s the house, Sarah. The house is a monster.”

Sarah’s face was blank and pale. 

“We can’t stay here,” Kelsey said. 

“What do we do?”

The words echoed in Kelsey’s ears. What do we do? They would freeze or starve or both—even if they didn’t get out. The storm couldn’t last forever, but how long would it be before someone came looking for them? What had Ben told the tow service in Muskotah? What about the Harvest House? When would they return with food? Her hand slid down the side of her jeans until her fingers found the rectangular outline in her pocket: her father’s lighter.

Tears began to well in Sarah’s eyes. Her hands shook. “You s-saw Jared…”

Kelsey nodded. 

“He’s—”

“Dead.”

“We can try the radio.” Sarah wagged a finger toward the dining room. Her voice was tiny and afraid. “We can use the radio, can’t we?” 

Kelsey remembered static and shook her head. “It’s no good. We need a stronger signal. Something more powerful.”

“It’s the house…”

“Yes. The house. It won’t stop. It’s a maze—a God-forsaken living maze and we are the rats. I know that sounds crazy… Whatever it is, it won’t stop until we are dead. Get Erin. Bundle up, both of you. Wear layers, as much as you can. Take the blankets.  I’ll meet you on the porch in ten minutes. You’ll need to help her.” Kelsey peered from the window. “The wind has died down. It looks like the snow is tapering off.”

“But…”

“It is the house, Sarah. It’s a monster.” Kelsey touched Sarah’s arm. “Please listen. Please. Can you meet me outside?”

“Kels…”

We make a big fire to keep us warm and hope somebody sees the smoke.

“Just get Erin.”

 

~

 

Kelsey stood at the bottom of the basement stairs. She held an oil lamp from the parlor in each hand. Blackness as thick as Wind Cave stared at her, taunted her. Her father’s voice sounded in her ear.

“Where are the others?” he asked. 

Kelsey rolled her tongue through her mouth. She set one a lantern on the bottom step and fished her lighter from her pocket. “Gone,” she said.

“Are they safe?” 

“For now. I’ve locked them outside.” She spun the thumbwheel on the lighter. A yellow flame sparked. The pillars were wood, just as she remembered. Kelsey set down the Zippo; the flame continued to burn. She moved toward the first pillar, shattered the lantern’s glass flute against the wood, and soaked the wood with lamp oil. 

“The house won’t go without a fight,” her father said. 

“I know. It’s been fighting us since we arrived, picking us off one by one.” Kelsey tossed the metal lantern base onto the ground. It clattered and bounced into the shadows. She took up the second lantern and moved to the next pillar. Once it was soaked with oil, she returned for the lighter. 

“This house is a monster,” Kelsey said. “Monsters have to be slain.”

“You don’t believe in monsters.” 

Kelsey looked at the lighter. “I know.”

Her father smiled.

“I’m proud of you, Kelsey. I always have been. You’ve always been a smart girl—a smart woman.”

She wiped tears from her cheek. Her hands shook. “You’re just a memory.”

“Does that make me any less real?”

Kelsey shook her head.

“The house won’t let you go,” he said.

“I’m not planning on going anywhere,” she said. 

With that, Kelsey knelt and ignited the wood. Orange and yellow tongues chased up each pillar, and then spread along the joists. She sat on the lowest step, took a breath and said, “Come get me.” 

 

 




Chapter 36: Rescue
 

 

The door to the shed buffeted and gave. Wood cracked. 

“I want to check in here,” a voice said. 

The door rocked on its hinges. Light streamed inside, blinding, snow-amplified light. Sarah, numb and cold and twisted from hunger pangs, shielded her eyes. She patted a trembling hand on Erin’s coat. 

“Two survivors,” a gruff, male voice said. “Get some blankets over here.” 

Several pairs of strong hands lifted Sarah and Erin from the shed’s floor, the only place they could find refuge after being locked from the house—after the house caught fire and they pounded and pounded on the door. Kelsey never answered. Now, Sarah felt as though she floated. Her old blanket sloughed from her shoulders, replaced by one warm and light and wonderful. 

The gruff voice belonged to a barrel-chested sheriff’s deputy wearing a dark green jacket. There were other men and women, too, paramedics… more deputies. Two ambulances waited along with a snowplow and an SUV with a sheriff’s star sparkling on the side. 

“So with the guy we found,” gruff voice said. “How many is that?”

“Three live ones,” said a thinner man in a green jacket. “He’s in pretty bad shape—gonna lose some fingers at least.  But I’ll tell you what, Earl. That poor bastard would’ve been dead if it wasn’t for the fire. Damn thing was like the biggest signal flare I’ve ever seen.”

The name Johnny formed in Sarah’s mind, but her lips were frozen and useless. 

“Damnedest thing. What the hell was he doing outside with these other two in the shed?”

The thin deputy shook his head. “Dunno. We’ve got one hell of a mess though.” He shook his head and cursed. “Reporters, Larry. God damn snowplow just clears the road and they’re on us like stink on shit.”

A paramedic spoke in Sarah’s ear, marshaling her toward the waiting ambulances. Sarah couldn’t make out any words, just a sweet, soft voice. She turned and found the smoldering ruins of a huge, brick building. Red brick walls stood in fragments, but the rest of the house was a smoking heap. 

“K-k-k…” She tried to speak.

The paramedic patted her shoulders. “Take it easy, honey. We’ll warm you up.” 

The deputies were speaking with a man in a dark blue parka with a small black box in his hand. Sarah strained to hear, even as she was pulled away. 

“…several in the house.”

“How many,” the man in dark blue asked. 

“Two outside. At least four inside, but it’s going to be a while before we can do a thorough search. We don’t have IDs yet, couldn’t give ‘em to you at this point, anyway.”

“Do you suspect arson, deputy?”

“What the hell do you think, Bill?” 

Sarah’s eyes traced a black line of smoke into the air. Arson. Kelsey had locked them out—she was the one who forced them to stay in the cold while she burned the house. She burned the house and saved them—what was left of them. The paramedic steered her left, toward the waiting maw of an ambulance. Kelsey saved her. She saved her and Erin. Sarah’s shoulders began shaking, her chest heaving with sobs as the flashing ambulance lights painted the snow red.


 

 

~

 

 

Thank you for reading Echoes of the Dead. I’d love to hear feedback—both praise and criticism. You can always reach me at aaron.polson@gmail.com or my home on the ‘net, www.aaronpolson.net. 

 

Echoes of the Dead was professionally edited, but sometimes errors slip by even the most-trained eyes. Should you find something amiss in the text, drop me a line at aaron.polson@gmail.com and you’ll be entered in a quarterly drawing for an Amazon.com gift card. 
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