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For my kids, Ethan and Jenna.

Without the light and strength you bring me I could not have accomplished this.
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PROPHASE
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Some dangers come barreling at you like a freight train. Others slide right under your nose without being noticed. When I took the job at the haunted house, I never imagined I’d be kidnapped.

As I’m blacking out, it’s my sense of gratitude that brings me peace in my final moments. At least I was able to experience most of my life’s desires before the end.

I’d found the siblings for which I’d yearned while growing up. I’d met someone with whom to share the rest of my life. And perhaps best of all, after many years, I was finally able to see my father again.

Ironic, isn’t it? To find everything I’d ever desired, just before I die. The black spots in my vision grow closer and closer together until they completely consume my sight. I imagine the cut they’ll make in my body when it’s gutted. My breathing becomes shallow. Then, I feel the sharp pressure from the point of the blade against my flesh as it breaks through my skin. My body won’t move. I want to cry out, but my voice fails me. 
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As I walk through the hallway to the living room, it’s disturbingly silent.  I don’t hear my mother’s fingers brilliantly strumming piano keys. The “Silver Clouds Chasing the Moon” by Lang Lang music sheets are strewn chaotically about the room. I close my eyes and focus on my mother’s energy. A vision of her on the bench in the garden under the pergola comes to mind.

I leap the stepping-stones, skipping every other. Blue hydrangeas and orange daffodils blur by me. As I approach, I notice the yellow roses are in full blossom, their smell fresh as the tide rolling in. My mother’s holding a picture in her hands. When she looks up, I see tear streaks on her cheeks. I sit down and put an arm around her. She’s holding the last photo we took as a family. My eyes zero in on a male, mirror image of myself, my father. I was fourteen then; now I’m seventeen and graduated early. I wish he could’ve been there to see it. Mother should be holding a photo of my graduation day with all of us in it, smiling.

I squeeze her shoulder as my throat constricts in pain. Without looking up, I can feel my mother’s eyes turn to me. I close my eyes and place my wrists on my knees. I begin playing the piece thrown from the stand in our living room by heart, moving my fingers to the rhythm and placing them where the notes should be. She squeezes my shoulder in return.

Walking to the house, she stops and points at the tire swing, offering an aching smile. I hold her hand as the visualization takes me. My father’s pushing me at the age of four, and I feel like I’m on one of the roller coasters we drive by on Route 435. One of the old ones with only a handlebar for safety, no seatbelts. At the top, my stomach floats up, and the view down becomes daunting. The velocity forces me to squeal. I can still picture his smile seeing me enjoy the ride. In the excitement, I let go to raise my hands in glee. I still remember the way his face turned from elation to horror. He moved faster than I could imagine and caught me before I met my imminent doom.

Falling and your father catching you—this is every child’s dream.

I awake from the vision to see my mother walking in front of me. She should have an umbrella draped over her shoulder. She belongs in a painting, that’s how beautiful she is. Her clothes move with the curves on her body no matter what she wears: dress, jeans, or sweatpants. I skip the stones again so I can arrive in time to hold the door open for her. The silver, ornate door latch curves to my hand. When she walks in, I look at the neighboring houses. They’re two stories high and dwarf our ranch house, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I step onto the Tuscan tile surrounded by red and tan marble walls. I almost hit my head on a hanging cooking pot when I turn on our kitchen flat screen. My mother sits at the table and picks up a pencil; I realize what’s missing.

Walking to the front door, I assemble the discombobulated music sheets and place them on the stand. My finger trails on the wooden case, and a memory of my father sitting on the couch materializes. I smile, but it quickly fades. He’s not really here and every time I try to use perception to find his location, which I assume is Heaven, I see a beach. Peaceful, relaxing, hot enough to bake skin to a crisp, but that can’t be where he is, and I can’t seem to pick up any more clues. I take a step forward, interrupting my daydream, grip the brassy steel of our doorknob, and pull the door open. I see our paper resting haphazardly against the oak tree. I grab it, remove the wrapper, and turn to the crossword I know my mother’s waiting to tackle.

I enter the kitchen and hand my mother the puzzle. She blooms a smile. I sit next to her, peer at the clues, and I point to fourteen across: The Choral. As she turns to me and nods, I know she will write Number Nine before she moves the pencil. It’s the perfect question for a pianist like her to answer, Beethoven.

As she finishes and walks to our mountainous recycle pile, she picks up the document on top. The neon green flier for the haunted house flaps as she brings it back to the table. My mother hands me the advertisement. I see the resignation in her face. She’s feeling more than just upset with my choice of occupation. As I home in on her emotions, a box in the attic pops into my head.

When she leaves to shower, I walk to the main hallway and grab hold of the hanging string. I pull on it, and hinges moan as the attic door swings open. The stairs fall almost too quickly to catch, but I reflexively grab the lower rung. Climbing to the attic feels like entering the mouth of a cave—obscure objects loom out of the thick gray around me. I pull another string and the area erupts in light. Boxes, a chest, and a stand-up mirror are in front of me. I know the box I’m looking for is behind the mirror. As I remove the top box the label on the next reflects the name I’d seen in the vision. BRENNAN’S THINGS.

I open the box of my father’s belongings like a child opening a gift. A pair of old sneakers is on top with some team jersey below. Underneath that I find a leather-bound folder with papers inside. There are drawings worth showcasing—complex, detailed, and beautiful depictions of everyday life. When I approach a group called BOURGMONT BUILDING, I feel triumphant because this is the haunted house building, until I flip to the drawings. For some reason, the picture my mother had been holding jumps into my mind before I turn the page. Stairs bathed in shadow seem to breathe, empty hallways feel claustrophobic, and chandeliers sway in an unseen breeze. When the water from the shower downstairs stops, I drop the folder and its contents back into the box. I quickly return everything to its place, pull the light switch, and descend the stairs. Mother walks down the hallway just as I’m closing the attic door.

“Austria, what were you doing up there, darling?” she asks me as she dries her long, dark hair with a towel. I remember them telling me about the debate over my name. My mother’s piano is an Austria. My father loved sports and knew the Olympics would take place in Austria during my lifetime. It was a meeting of the minds. It seemed the perfect combination to reflect their love for one another, which formed me.

“Oh, just thought I might find something I could use for the haunted house,” I say as I follow her to the kitchen. I should’ve grabbed something up there to support this statement, but she hasn’t seemed to catch on to the missing item. The mere mention of my job appears to jumble her. Still I clasp my hands together so they don’t feel empty.

“Ah, that would be exciting, to provide something for the haunting. Austria, I know you like the thought of this job, but are you sure you don’t want to go to college?” my mother asks me while she chews on her lower lip, a telltale sign that she’s never picked up on. My mother shouldn’t play poker.

I grab an orange from the fruit bowl at the center of the table and dig into the skin with my fingernail; the citrus smell overpowering the tension in the room. Lately, it seems like we’re constantly at battle. She’s forever handing me college brochures that I try to ignore. She’s always mentioning how much college can help my career. College is also an expectation from my private schooling. I’m just not ready. I don’t know what I want to be for the rest of my life yet. I take a bite of my orange, and the tang’s almost too much for my empty stomach to handle.

Since I moved in with Tiff a couple months ago, my mother’s chances of talking me into college have dwindled. I still come to the house every Saturday night, stay over, and spend Sunday with her. It’s the only ritual we’ve remained loyal to since my moving out. It’s what my father would’ve insisted upon, had he not died. The house has become awkward without him. Even though she tries to hide it from me, my mother’s been heartbroken. Since I graduated early and moved in with Tiff, she’s been able to become a travelling pianist, which had been her dream until she became pregnant with me at the age nineteen, and she and my father married. He would’ve supported her living her dream, but she couldn’t fathom being away from me. She still can’t; that’s why I had to leave, so she could finally be set free. The door to her soundproof music room finally opens, melodic meditation floating in the air.

An announcement on the television interrupts my train of thought, “Adam Sheffield has done it again. He’s reclaimed another old building, one by one turning economically depressed areas into trendy, upbeat attractions. If he keeps this up, he’ll do to Kansas City what he’s done before in many other cities.” As the reporter talks, I think of all the history this Adam guy’s removing from our city and all of the ways he finds to do it. Since the dissolution of our national government, there have been many changes. States have tried to take over, and Adam Sheffield is one of their key players. My mother’s staring at me when the report stops.

“Hello, Earth to Austria, we were discussing the possibility of college. I’m just trying to look out for you.”

“We’ve discussed this. I just don’t know what I want to do in life. Do you want me to spend money on the wrong education?”

She begins nervously tearing the corner off of the poster. “I understand, but why the haunted house? I know Tiff works there, but don’t other things interest you?”

“I feel like at the haunted house I’m able to step outside of my comfort zone and see what’s out there. Maybe I can even write a script for one of the scenes. Why do you not like the idea of me working there so much?”

“You don’t know what has taken place in that building. When your father and I lived there, he experienced more than strong perceptions, almost telepathy in its truest form, but he couldn’t figure out what was speaking to him.”

Just then, there’s a honk outside. Tiff and Bill are picking me up today so we can move some things we need out of storage to the building. I give my mother a kiss on the cheek.

“Everything’s going to be fine,” I attempt to assure her.

She hugs me tightly before I leave.

◊
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Not only is the oxygen nearly depleted from my lungs after moving and unloading numerous boxes today, but the thick heat in Bill's car is suffocating me. I wonder if maybe he could acquire an air conditioning unit that works for his car as I force my arm to roll down the window. As the fresh air hits me, relief washes over me, but I can still feel the redness in my face, sweat dampening my hairline. Bill’s hearse is an ancient car made of heavy metal instead of the light aluminum, plastic, and fiberglass used in modern vehicles. I refer to these types of old vehicles as tanks. The front seat, just like the back seat, is all one piece once the armrests are raised. What makes Bill’s hearse unique is the paintings of walking zombies and blood-dripping vampires on the side panels.

Tiff nudges me with her elbow. “Still glad you succumbed to my insistence that you sign up for this, Austria?” She raises an eyebrow as she asks, referring to our afternoon of hard labor.

Tiff has a warm smile, and her face is surrounded by curly blonde locks. Many people get along with her. Right now, I’m not sure I’m one of them.

“Tiff, you know this is better than going to college fumbling over what major to choose.”

We both smile. She knows I’ll take physical work over having to figure out what to do with my life. She’s been at my house when my mother and I have practiced Chopin, perfection expected. She gives me a sideways glance. All of a sudden, my mind sees the haunted house suffering a horrible demise. Maybe my seeing is off, and I’ve allowed my mother’s warnings to influence me. Mother seems so against me working in this particular building because of something that occurred when she and Father were here, like there’s a lurking spirit. I think that’s just one more reason I’m intrigued by the job; it’s a way to connect with him on some level. It’s not like I can take the bus to Heaven and visit him. Maybe, she just doesn’t understand how much I miss him, but that can’t be it either.

Bill chimes in from the driver’s seat. “Give it a chance to grow on you.”

My mind picks up on his thoughts: there are many people out there without jobs at all, but the haunted house industry’s currently pulsing with excitement. In the past, paranormal buzz brought people to haunted houses, but with the decline of the economy at the government’s fall, more and more dollars are spent on affordable entertainment. Bill knows a lot about those without jobs. He houses half the street kids in this city when they no longer can find a couch to crash on, because he’s been there himself. With the end of national government assistance, states have fumbled trying to care for those in need.

“Hey Bill, can I have a chance to mock up the scenes?” I ask as I try to focus on the job despite nagging worries about my mother and people without homes.

There’s a pause, and when I look at Bill to see if he’s going to answer, I’m disheartened. Images of carnage fill my mind. I don’t know where they come from, but it’s like flashbacks of a war scene aftermath. Bill isn’t responding. Even after Tiff tugs his sleeve, he doesn’t look at us or say a word.

Tiff and I turn our heads away from Bill to see what he’s looking at. As he parks in front, we see what grabbed his attention. Every single prop and costume that we’d taken in is now strewn about outside. A zombie costume has landed on a bush, bent backward in an unnatural pose. Its position is almost poetic, like a Poisson ballerina move. The wig on the ground a few feet away looks as though it could be rising from the grave. What’s worse is that every window of the house is shattered. It looks as if something blew up inside, forcing everything out. As I focus on the building, I see there isn’t more damage inside. Could this have anything to do with what my mother warned me about? At least the bones of the structure seem to be intact—shattered windows and props scattered about appear to be the extent of the damage.

Bill steps out of the car and is pacing back and forth. He’s pale, as though he’s seen a ghost. He looks at the building as if it’s his child. I can understand why Bill loves this building. There are gargoyles on the rooftop ledges. The craftsmanship in the statues and every laid brick is something that hasn’t existed for years. At the two front corners of the roof there are lion gargoyles, poised in a pouncing stance. It feels as though any moment they could come to life and you’d become their prey—the perfect ambiance for a haunted house.

Tiff and I exit the car to join Bill and walk around picking up some of the things that blew out of the building. Luckily, most seem to be undamaged. I try to focus on the energy of these things, but there’s a wall blocking my perception. I can’t see what caused this. Bill, who has been on the phone the past couple minutes, returns the phone to his pocket.

“Window repairs can be made this afternoon. Let’s assess the status inside before we do anything with the props out here.” Bill now has his hands in his pockets and is rocking from heel to toe. He seems to be in shock and no wonder, such drastic harm to your life’s work can’t be easy to take. There’s no reason for any of this. Why would someone target something as innocent as a haunted house?

“How in the world did this happen?” Tiff asks as she puts a comforting hand on Bill’s shoulder.

I’m asking myself the same question, prodded by the cloud obscuring my vision. We were only gone fifteen or twenty minutes. How could something that took us hours to do unravel in such a short time? I wonder how Bill’s going to afford window repairs and why my ability isn’t picking up on what happened here. It’s like when my father was taken away from me, a complete mystery.

“I have no clue how this happened. It almost looks as if it combusted internally,” Bill says, rubbing the back of his neck. Then he grabs a tool case from the car and heads inside. At least I know he will find the interior mostly intact, as that was one of the insights given to me before my ability failed. I see a look of despair and anger as Bill takes in the scene in front of us. He has to believe the inside is damaged, given the evidence out here.
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