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  IN THE END, LONLINESS WAS the real problem. Normally, one doesn't think of a house as being lonely, unless perhaps it sits on the crown of a remote mountain. Normally, houses can't be lonely. Then again, most houses weren't hand-built by Alan Tosetti, and most houses that he built weren't left unfinished when he keeled over in the middle of shaping the edge molding on the mantelpiece, or occupied in their unfinished state by his grieving daughter who was convinced that his spirit somehow lived on in the timbers.


  None of those things could really explain what happened in there, though. Not on their own. And it didn't explain why nobody in the neighborhood dared speak of it anymore. For the house truly was lonely, and the gnawing emptiness at its core had sent one occupant after another to the hospital, the asylum, or the grave with symptoms that nobody had ever seen before.


  Tosetti's youngest daughter, for example, died sitting in her chair in front of that mantelpiece, stroking a hat that had once belonged to her father.


  She died six months after moving in, on her twenty-sixth birthday.


  She died of old age.


  She wasn't the last.


  



  IN HIS DAY—SEVENTY years ago—Alan Tosetti was the sterling standard in a town built on silver. He designed the first casino here. He built the suburbs, the vast tracts of housing from the town's silver age, before the bomb tests turned his developments into a hot zone.


  But Tosetti's passion wasn't housing, or architecture, or building, or even carpentry, it was the wood. He loved wood in the same way a medium loves the dead—the ridges of the grain against the pads of his fingers whispered the variety, the history, the story of any wood in a language only he could understand.


  His passion began in his childhood, when he murdered his first lover: a tall oak that grew in his back yard, a tree he'd climbed, and built clubhouses in, and swooped from on rope swings from since he first could walk. He used an axe, and then a pit saw, and dismembered her body. Then he used chisels and sanders to re-shape her flesh into a table and a chest of drawers. From that day forward, he found himself unable to resist the beautiful corpses of generations-old trees. He coveted their hearts, he longed for their flesh, he devoted his life to molding them into visions of perfection.
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