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			by Brian Keene

			Way back in 2001, during the beginning of the previous Great Horror Fiction Resurgence (that has since been replaced by the one we are experiencing now, in which horror fiction has never been more popular or mainstream), some friends and I did a book together called 4X4.

			The idea behind 4X4 was simple. Each of us had been working hard, writing every day and getting published wherever we could, and we were slowly starting to build some individual readerships. We had an idea of putting out a collection of four individual novellas – one by each of us. Our reasoning was that if our fans bought the book for our novella, they would then discover the other three authors, and thus, our readerships would each triple in size. We had our pal Gak (an up-and-coming artist to complement our up-and-coming writer selves) do the cover, and the legendary Ray Garton (then just shy of thirty years in this business) wrote an Introduction, and thus, 4X4 was released upon an unsuspecting horror genre.

			The book was published as a signed limited-edition hardcover by Delirium Books. It sold out way faster than anyone – including the publisher and us – had expected, and a quick trade paperback edition followed. We did a little mini-book tour in support of it, signing at Dark Delicacies in Burbank, Borderlands Books in San Francisco, and Mysterious Galaxy in San Diego. We also appeared on a local cable access program called The Jerry Lentz Show – an appearance that went terribly awry but that I look back on with great fondness and laughter. (I have that appearance on an old VHS tape in my archives). Pretty soon, the trade paperback’s print run sold out, and the rest, as they say, was history.

			Readers now knew who we were.

			Something else that happened back then took place in 2000, a year before 4X4 was published, and while you might not think it has much bearing on this book, stick with me, because it does. At a World Horror Convention in Denver, Colorado, I overheard Richard Laymon telling one of his peers about some of us “new kids” and comparing our work to contemporaries of the time. “Oh, if you like so-and-so’s stuff, you’ll like this kid”. And I wasn’t the only one who overheard him doing that. To me, that always seemed like a brilliant way to market new authors. Yes, every writer has a unique voice, but that unique voice or style will almost certainly appeal to fans of another, already well-established writer.

			(So, keep that in mind, because I’m going to come back to it in a moment).

			In assembling this book for Pandi Press, I wasn’t thinking about 4X4 – at least, not at first. What happened was this: the publishers (Kasey Lansdale and Jonathan Levit) asked me if I could give them two books that could be purchased and shipped together. I said yes immediately, because Kasey is like a little sister to me, and I have deep ties and affection for her family, and Jonathan is an actual magician and could turn me into a frog if I said no. Seriously. Jonathan did a magic trick for my benefit at a Bram Stoker Awards event a few years ago, and I’m still marveling over how, exactly, he pulled it off.

			The first book, I decided, would be a Best of Brian Keene collection, because (like the aforementioned Ray Garton) I am just shy of thirty years in this business and have written enough short stories that an actual Greatest Hits compilation is a viable option.

			For the second book, I wanted to use the opportunity to spotlight some other writers. And as I mulled that over, the 4X4 blueprint suggested itself to me. What if I picked four authors who had some serious chops and had built up some impressive individual readerships – and then introduced their readers to the work of the other three authors. And – at the same time – introduced my readers to all four of them? And then what if I applied Richard Laymon’s method of talking up their works in the Introduction?

			

			Once that was decided, selecting the four authors was easy. All four of these writers are still relatively early into their individual careers, but in a short span of time they’ve released an astonishing output of books and stories and have each built up (deservedly so) dedicated individual audiences. All four have had a direct, noticeable, and positive impact on the horror genre overall. All four have strong, unique voices and yet are reminiscent of the absolute best our genre’s history has to offer.

			Gemma Amor is, in my opinion, probably the most dedicated and hardest working new writers in the United Kingdom. She has been nominated for the Bram Stoker Award, the Splatterpunk Award, the British Fantasy Award, the August Derleth Award, and the Indie Horror Book Award. Readers who enjoy the works of Sarah Pinborough, Lucy Taylor, or Kealan Patrick Burke will find much to celebrate with Gemma. Her writing can run the gamut from quiet horror to mainstream to Splatterpunk – and often does so within the same story. The novella included here is a wonderful example of this.

			Laurel Hightower is not here to fuck around. She is here to hurt you. A Bram Stoker Award nominee and a This Is Horror Award winner; her prose is simultaneously beautiful and sharp with perfectly delivered precision and all-too-believable characterization. Like many of her previous novels (particularly Crossroads, Below, and Day of the Door), her novella herein will leave you emotionally devastated in the best possible way. Readers of Tom Piccirilli, Mehitobel Wilson, or myself will be instantly transfixed.

			Unlike many of her generation of writers, Bram Stoker Award winner and Shirley Jackson Award nominee R. J. Joseph actually understands the difference between Extreme Horror and Splatterpunk, and like the best Splatterpunk writers, her work has a deep socio-political core. That’s not to say, however, that her writing can be safely pigeonholed in the Splatterpunk subgenre, because it absolutely transcends that. Mainstream Splatterpunk, perhaps? Although I like to think of it as Literary Splatterpunk. Her novella that follows is brutal and beautiful, and evokes Skipp and Spector, J.F. Gonzalez, and Clive Barker at their best. If you’ve ever thought, “What would it be like if Shirley Jackson and Wrath James White collaborated?” well, here’s your answer.

			Hailey Piper is the Bram Stoker Award winning author of a number of books and well over one hundred short stories. She’s one of the most prolific authors of her generation, developing a staggeringly impressive backlist in a relatively short time (and I say that as someone who has a backlist bigger than my ego). While she’s definitely a master of cosmic horror, it’s important to note the elements of humor, pathos, body horror, and a quirkiness often bordering on bizarro that embody her fiction, all of which are present in the novella that follows. Fans of Mary SanGiovanni, John Langan, and Carlton Mellick III will be all-in with this one.

			It has been my pleasure to watch these four writers develop and succeed over the last few years. All four of them are among my favorites of this new generation. Some of you will have purchased this book based on their names, rather than mine, and that brings me a lot of joy and satisfaction. And as for you older folks who purchased this because of my connection to it? Well, allow me to introduce you to four of your new favorite horror writers. Because doing so will bring me even more joy and satisfaction. All you’ve got to do is turn the page…

			

			…if you dare.

			At the sound of the tone, the time will be 4 Past Meatnight.

			Brian Keene

			Somewhere along the Susquehanna River

			August 2025

		


		
			

			Haunted is as Haunted Does
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			I’m sure you won’t find me very likeable. They ask that of women, don’t they? Especially in stories about us.

			Likeability.

			As if that’s important somehow.

			As if ghosts give a shit.

			I can tell you now, they don’t.

			Regarding my likeability credentials, you could say I’m right up there with the greats. Elizabeth Taylor. Anne Boleyn. Wallis Simpson. Hester Prynne. Madame Bovary. Anna Karenina. Daisy Buchanan. Lady Chatterley. Home wrecker, you might call me. Many have, along with a whole lot of other words, most of them expletives.

			They don’t tend to write stories about home wreckers these days, but they used to. It was all highly romanticised stuff, a little silly, if you ask me. Rhapsodising suffering and yearning, breast-beating, naval gazing, not much about the raw sex of it all, the desire to be ploughed like a field without complications, without worrying about the consequences of letting someone down, emotionally or physically, of falling short, and for that to be enough of a motivator for a woman to partake of an extra martial affair. We no longer live in times of corsets and satin skirts and great World Wars and dowries and balls and serfdoms, but we do still live in times where I apparently have to live up to a number of societal expectations purely and exclusively designed by others to squash all the enjoyment and agency out of my life. These traditionalist, administrative and bureaucratic fists inside which I found myself squeezed tighter and tighter as the years passed, and that squeeze only led, naturally, to an unhappy situation, a situation I tried to escape via unhappy means. This sounds like I am blaming society for my own behaviour. I’m not. I’m just pointing out what went into my being here, sitting on a packed crate in an empty room, writing this down, now. In the novels, this would all sound a lot less grubby. In the novels, these escapades of the heart and body either climax in tragedy or triumph.

			In real life, I can tell you now, everything ends in boredom, shame, guilt, anger, rejection, isolation. Neglect.

			And paperwork.

			So much fucking paperwork. That’s the real killer of divorce. Signing all those fucking forms.

			But let’s stick to the story. I have to somehow make you care enough to keep reading, no mean task. As heroines go, I’m a hard sell. Who wants to root for the disgraced affair partner in the aftermath of indiscretion? It’s like trying to get someone to root for a hot turd curled out on a cold plate. I’m immediately on the back foot, as a protagonist. Morally injurious women are not exactly mass-marketable, are they? Karenina and Chatterley have had their day. Both those novels were written by men, by the way, and both annoyed me intensely. Bovary, too. I’ve never seen a woman mope the way they do in either of these novels. We don’t have fucking time to mope, we’re too busy fucking doing everything: picking up the emotional slack of our partners at the same rate we pick shit up off the floor, managing their needs like we manage a household, making sure everyone else is calm, happy, and regulated, at the expense of our own sanity.

			Perhaps this is why I am writing this account myself, now. For me, for no one else. A selfish little thing to do, tell my own story, my way.

			Or perhaps it is a warning, for you, the new owner of this awful, wretched little house I will no longer inhabit, as of tomorrow, when my estate agent will hand you the keys I have relinquished.

			Or perhaps I am simply tired of feeling so fucking haunted all the time, and I do not wish to join the barrel full of ghosts making my every waking hour as miserable as they are. And seeing as I can barely afford to feed myself, let alone pay for therapy, this ragged documentation will have to do. Hopefully, by the time you find it, artfully tucked away in a cubby hole beneath the scratched bedroom floorboards, wrapped in plastic in a shoebox duct-taped up to within an inch of its life, that situation will have changed, for the better. Feels odd to have hope, despite everything, but I do. The best is still ahead, I tell myself. A moving shadow on the horizon. At some point that shadow will stop and allow me to catch up with it.

			Until then, I am writing this account, and in doing so, perhaps you, in time, will come to understand the things living inside these walls a little better.

			Or maybe you’ll never find this journal and the whole thing will have been for naught, but that’s okay.

			Life, I have found, is nothing if not a series of missed opportunities, stories told but left unheard.

			And those, I find, are at the very heart of hauntings.
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			I thought this was a tale of ghosts? Spirits? Malevolent forces? I can hear you thinking.

			It is, but you have to be patient, reader. My brain is like a ball of tangled yarn, and I can only use it to craft something meaningful once those snarled fibers have been put into some semblance of order.

			So, before I get to the meat and potatoes, I want to talk about guilt.

			Oh god, guilt as a metaphor for hauntings, blah blah blah.

			Fine, well done, you figured it out, you’re very fucking clever, excellent stuff. Now shut the fuck up and let me cook. This is my story, after all. If you don’t like it, piss off and read Tremblay, or Keene, or King. I never claimed to be original.

			Besides, there is no such thing as a truly original idea, not in this day and age. Everything is derivative, and the quicker we accept that as a species the easier we’ll find it to relate to each other, without the relentless expectation that we all bring something shiny and new and unique to the table, that we’re all, somehow, in our own ways, ‘special.’

			Because we aren’t.

			Ultimately, we, as sentient meat sacks, living in a world populated by millions of other sentient meat sacks operated by bones and sinew and nerve endings and we all do the exact same things: eat, shit, fuck, sweat, sleep. Repeat.

			Even after death. Just, without the meat sack bit.

			Do ghosts shit?

			Mine don’t, but then, they don’t look like how you imagine ghosts look. Not even remotely.

			Anyway, I digress.

			I was going to talk about guilt.

			Yes, as a metaphor for what happened to me in this house, but also, because I think it is pertinent for other, glaringly obvious reasons.

			“Don’t you feel guilty?” People asked, once news of my affair broke.

			At first, no. I didn’t. I think I felt I was owed some happy, entitled to it, no matter what form it took or what it looked like.

			Later, guilt and shame came hurtling along the track like a late train, and wiped me out. I broke down, developed a habit of punishing myself, hard. I ruminated on my own shittiness and drank a great deal—very fucking cliche, and not a little hypocritical, considering my earlier stance on moping—scrutinising my own reflection and worth to the point of abuse. It was extraordinarily tedious for everyone around me, which was why I didn’t cultivate a large friendship circle beyond three or four die-hard, loyal, trusted companions. Everyone else grew bored of me quickly, intent as I was in naval gazing so hard I almost disappeared up inside my own intestines. I got angry and stayed angry, stomped around moodily, broke things, drove like a lunatic, was rude to staff and servers and little old ladies in the street, and I told people to fuck off a lot, loudly. One disappointed relative informed me, after a disastrous Thanksgiving I gleefully ruined by getting blasted and telling everyone exactly what I thought of them, one by one, around the table, with blistering honesty, that I was a sociopath, or a narcissist, or perhaps both, I can’t really remember. I stopped listening halfway through her rant. The multiple sets of disappointed eyes on me that day were exactly what I deserved, I thought, and after that, nobody invited me to family events anymore, and this suited me just fine, was a relief, in fact.

			I told myself I didn’t care what other people thought of me. I only cared about my own self-loathing. The judgment family, former friends, and the rest of the living population held no water for me anymore.

			The opinions of the dead, however…

			Turns out, being a massive piece of shit was actually pretty handy when it came to being haunted.

			For the ghosts in my house loathed me as heartily as I loathed them.

			Loathe, actually. Present tense. They’re annoyed that I haven’t moved out yet, see. I can sense shadows behind me as I write, closing in.

			Well, fuck them. One more day, and I’m done.

			Besides.

			They know where the door is.

			Why should I always have to be the one that leaves?
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			And so, we finally got to the ghosts. Six pages in, no less. If you stayed this long well fucking done. Your medal is in the post.

			How did it start, you probably want to know.

			Well, the haunting started pretty much the same way my affair did: hot and heavy, all in a rush. Exhausting, but oddly exhilarating too, until it wasn’t.

			A distraction, at first, from the disastrous ruin my life had become.

			So much so that to begin with, I almost didn’t mind the visitations. Perversely, once I started to accept what was actually happening to me, I rather welcomed the ghostly interactions. Maybe welcome is not the right word. Tolerate, might be a better one. I felt somewhat less alone, see.

			That all changed after my first month in the bungalow. When the spirits realised that I wasn’t going anywhere, they began to double down on their real intentions: breaking me. Mentally, physically, in all the ways. They started soft, enough to lull me into a false sense of security, and then switched it all up when I began to get comfortable with them. Classic avoidant strategy, actually, thinking back on it. If the ghosts had met my ex-affair partner, they’d probably have all gotten along just fine.

			Joke was on them, though.

			I was already broken when I moved in.

			New beginnings are strange, mid-life. I was old enough to know that nobody was going to hand-hold me through this painful transition as they would have if I was twenty years younger. So it was that I stumbled through the breakdown of my marriage, trawled real estate websites in a daze, put in an offer without really understanding fully what I was doing, went through the sale motions and picked up the keys to my very first, solo-owned house three days after my divorce was finalised. It was a curious, weighty feeling, that bunch of keys in my hand. I had never really lived alone, and I had never been solely responsible for anything quite so expensive as a house, a mortgage, a new future. I was scared, I felt adrift, but I was also aware that those feelings were akin to freedom, too. I wasn’t able to fully grasp that concept, having been in a relationship with my now ex-husband for twenty-two years prior to these keys landing in my palm, having never been allowed to arrange finances or utilities or tax or insurance or even paint the walls the colour I wanted without everything being a gigantic negotiation. Being responsible for it all now, along with the divorce paperwork, was something of a trial by fire, but I understood that once I walked through those flames, independence lay on the other side. So, I embraced the burning and hoped it would lead to rebirth.

			Rebirth, as it turns out, is hard fucking work. I could only afford what I could afford, as anyone who has been through divorce who isn’t a multi-millionaire will tell you. When it came to house-hunting, my new place was very much proof of limitation: a small dirty yellow bungalow on an untidy lot of land to one side of a disused goods railway. The tracks were weed-choked but still carried the remnants of carriages and other paraphernalia: level-crossing signals, broken down carts, a rusted ‘End of Track’ sign that seemed fitting. The iron-brown railings sat opposite my bungalow, giving the tiny house the feeling of a station at the very end of a line, which, seeing as we’re glutting out on a diet of metaphors already, seems symbolic of where I felt I was in life.

			At the end of something, with no clear idea of what the onward journey really looked like, or when the next connection would come along.

			And, as I am sure you have predicted already, the house was as cheap as it was for one reason: it was a complete fucking mess, to the point of being almost (but not quite) unliveable. Not structurally: the bones of the bungalow were good, or so I was told. The roof had a few holes in it, but nothing I couldn’t get fixed up with reasonably little stress. But the interior was another matter altogether. Used as a base by strays and stragglers, the bungalow had been occupied, on and off, as a squatter’s den for years, until—for some reason known only to them, although now I could give it a fairly good guess—the group of homeless people sleeping there cleared out seemingly overnight. No police involved, no authorities of any kind. They just up and left, as if spooked. Of course, I understand with the benefit of hindsight that the unwelcome residents were quite literally spooked, that the ghosts had chased them off, but at the time of purchase, I didn’t care. All I cared about was whether or not I could afford the mortgage, and that the house was not too far from my office. An hour drive, tops. I didn’t want to rent. I was adamant about that. I wanted to buy. Own something. So, against everyone’s advice, I bought the house nobody else wanted, at a steal. The seller was ecstatic to get it off their hands, and took my lowest offer without hesitation, which should have stopped me right there, but didn’t: buying this little yellow shit-heap at such a low price left me enough in the bank for renovations, skip hire for all the junk I had to clear out, and two bottles of champagne, which I drank alone on the first night, surrounded by piss-stained, mouse-infested couches, dirty clothing, discarded hypodermics, scrunched up newspapers and bits of burned tinfoil scattered across the floor like dystopian confetti. I got pretty slammed that night, so drunk in fact that I didn’t have time to get scared, disgusted, or depressed. I was just lonely and pissed off, and ashamed, and embarrassed, and lost, and so I sat there and fumed, hating the world but hating myself even more, chugging the champagne down with a deep scowl on my face amongst the junk, pigeon droppings and an old mouldering magazine collection until I quite literally passed out, from booze, exhaustion and the overwhelming effort of trying to salvage something of my sorry life. I slept like the dead, probably breathing in all sorts of spores and dirt and dust and mould, and not caring one little bit.

			And the ghosts, for that first night at least, left me alone while I slept off my grief.

			

			Don’t think for one second they were being kind, though. They weren’t.

			They were simply sizing me up, to see what kind of haunting would fit best.

			Wiley fuckers.

			I wonder how they will choose to haunt you?
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			It was when I started to clean the bungalow out and try to make improvements to it that the ghosts began to take real, dedicated interest in me.

			I arranged for a huge skip bin to be offloaded out the front of the bungalow for me to throw all the junk into, stocked up with cheap cleaning supplies from Walmart, and started with the bedroom, knowing I needed somewhere clean and sanitary to lay my head at night rather than crashing on the floor like the previous inhabitants had. I wanted new bedding, had a bed frame on order, but didn’t want to set either in place until I had washed that room down with bleach, floor to ceiling.

			First, I had to get into the damn room, which was choked with detritus.

			I started by throwing out the mouldering newspapers stacked up everywhere in the skip, along with all the other junk that had built up in the years this room had been used as a squatter’s den: ragged blankets, rotting sleeping bags, discarded condoms, more tinfoil, empty beer cans, ashtrays overflowing with butts, discarded shoes, coat hangers, an empty camping gas canister, a broken head torch, half a pack of tampons, a huge ball of plastic bags, empty food containers, a ragged inner tent lining, a sodden packet of playing cards, an old baseball cap. The rotting towers of paper had been a home for vermin for years, judging by how chewed everything was, and I could hear rustling going on in various parts of the room that I chose to ignore by putting my headphones in and blasting my playlist full volume until I had gotten everything out, leaving the room looking already much bigger, brighter and more hopeful, despite the graffiti sprayed on every wall and even across the windowpanes.

			Feeling the momentum of accomplishment coursing through my veins, I got to my knees and started scraping up the pigeon and mouse shit that lay in thick drifts all over the floor. The smell this activity gave off was wild, so I threw all the windows wide and swallowed antihistamines to help with all the dust I stirred up by cleaning, wrapped a scarf over the lower part of my face and tried to get it done as quickly as I could.

			The shit came up relatively easily, which was more than could be said for my love life, I thought, as I crawled painfully forward, inch by inch, attacking the wood with a wall scraper while my joints screamed at me. It took me several hours to get all the dried excrement into bin bags, scrub the floor with boiling water and disinfectant, brush it down with a wire brush, and clean it all again, this time with a thick bleach solution and a mop. I let that dry, went back over with disinfectant once more, and stood back to admire my handiwork.

			The end result was mixed: a worn out looking wooden floor that was bare, bleached, full of worm holes, nails sticking up everywhere, with uneven planks and patches where the varnish had worn off in large, unsightly portions.

			Having the bit firmly between my teeth, however, and a good five or six hours of daylight left, I decided to hightail it back to town, hire a belt-sander, buy up a gallon of heavy-duty floor varnish, and go nuts: in for a penny, in for a pound, as the saying goes. I threw myself at this project like a woman possessed, a specific type of exhausted mania urging me on, and by the time I finished, I finally had a bedroom floor that was almost as good as the day it had been laid. The boards were smoothed, sanded, freshly coated in glossy, rich varnish that pulled out the lovely natural colour of the wood, all the protruding nails had been removed or hammered back in properly, stains had been buffed away, the woodgrain exposed properly, and the entire effort looked like a decent, solid base for me to build a bedroom on top of. I could scrub away and paint over the graffiti on the walls, spackle the cracks, clean the windows thoroughly, wipe the mould off, buy new curtains and eventually shutters, and here it was, my own little sanctuary. I could see the potential. A room all for me, that I didn’t have to share with anyone. I sighed as I leaned against the door frame, looking in. It made me feel less unmoored, that shiny, good-as-new floor.

			I felt, all things considered, that I’d earned a little treat, so I left the fresh varnish to dry properly and stepped outside into an early evening glow that bathed my tiny, rickety porch amber-yellow. Sun crept through the weeds and painted the house, and I sat on an ancient leather armchair with a can of beer and a freshly rolled joint, blew smoke into the beams of light filtering through the porch, worked out the kinks in my neck and shoulders and back, and thought this isn’t so bad.

			Until I went back inside and saw what the ghosts had done to my brand-new floor.

			I screamed when I laid eyes on the carnage. Just one, short, sharp scream, like a fox cry in the night.

			Gone was the polished wood, the neatly re-fixed floorboards, the sanded, buffed surface, glossy and nourished with new varnish. The ghosts had annihilated my hard work completely: the wooden planks were now latticed with deep, long, terrible scratches, gouge marks that looked like claw marks and were so frenzied in nature they criss-crossed the entire surface area of the bedroom. In some places, the ghosts had gone so far as to punch through the wood entirely, splintering planks and upending them in the center so they stuck up like a series of jagged, lethal middle fingers, exposing bare joists and the dark recesses of the crawlspace below. A fresh, ammonia-type smell and a loud series of squeaks told me rats lived down there in the dark, rats that now had dozens of new entry holes to wriggle through.

			I gaped and sagged against the wall as I surveyed the damage, mind wheeling frantically. Not a single freshly stained wooden floorboard had escaped this savage attack; it would take me days to repair all this and buff the marks out again and get it looking halfway decent once more, but I was hardly worried about that.

			Rather, I was more worried about the anger an act like this required. I felt uncomfortable because, I realised, I could recognise sabotage when I saw it. A small, good thing, destroyed. Hard work, reversed.

			

			A life that was going along just fine, until I willingly derailed it.

			I blinked back a sudden prick of tears as blind, unadulterated rage coursed through me.

			Not fair, I thought, over and over. Not. Fair. I had left the room in one state, gone outside for half an hour, tops, and come back to…whatever the fuck this was. This…vandalism.

			I was not frightened, not for a moment.

			I was enraged. I found the destruction deeply, deeply offensive. There were so many scratches you could barely make out the wood beneath. Some of the marks were so jagged they looked almost cartoonish, drawn on by a child.

			My immediate thought, as the shock wore off and the anger swelled, was not that I was experiencing a ghostly manifestation. It was more prosaic and immediately disquieting than that: I came to the conclusion, staring at the floor, that I must be sharing the house with a hidden intruder. Perhaps it was a lingering squatter who didn’t like being turfed out of their cosy, filthy, rent-free bedroom den. Carving up my floor was their addled way of getting revenge for moving in. Thinking this the only logical explanation for the scratch marks, I grabbed a hammer lying nearby and stormed through the whole property screaming “Come out, you fucker!” at the top of my lungs, which didn’t take long, because the bungalow was tiny and the floor plan made up of only four rooms, plus an attic space above. That last area I checked especially well, stomping up the loft ladder with my heart in my mouth and the hammer handle clenched between my teeth, but of course there was nobody up there, nor was there anyone hiding under the porch, nobody in the cupboards or built-in wardrobes or up on the roof or under the sink or in the crawlspaces or anywhere, in fact, on the property, or anywhere near it.

			Once I realised this, chest heaving, covered in sweat, hair sticking up on end, teeth bared and now on the verge of a complete meltdown, I stormed back to the bedroom, the scene of the crime, the hammer held out in front of me like a talisman, only to find, after all that running around and making a scene, the floor back to how it had been as I had left it the first time: cleaned, steamed, mopped, bleached, sanded, freshly varnished, scratch and blemish free.

			Gleaming with reflected evening sunlight.

			Innocent as you fucking like.

			Only, not entirely. As I stood staring, incredulous for a second time as night crept in all around me, I noticed one corner of the flooring that looked peculiar. Peering across the room from the doorway, unwilling to put one foot inside that room until whatever was happening here had calmed the fuck down, I saw what looked like a series of fresh, deliberately placed marks on the floor. Not scratches, this time, but something else. I kept squinting, and realised, eventually, that the marks were handprints, pressed into the tacky surface of the drying varnish. The prints were the size of a woman’s hands, but were definitely not mine.

			I could tell this because each hand was missing its thumb, and both my thumbs were still, thankfully, very firmly attached to my body.

			That was when I realised something truly fucky was going on in my brand new, dilapidated little bungalow. You might have thought, after such an unnerving experience, that I would have left, right then and there. Gotten back in my car and driven off to a motel.

			But I didn’t. I wish I could tell you I felt brave, or that I simply didn’t believe in ghosts, or that I felt a strange bond with the house and the unseen forces inhabiting it that made me feel, curiously, like I belonged, or any of the other ridiculous reasons people in the movies and books don’t leave when something sinister and unaccountable starts happening to them.

			The truth was a lot more irritating than that. I could tell that whatever had happened in my bedroom was outside the realm of regular, reasonable behaviour, outside of the laws of physics and normality, and I didn’t care.

			I stayed because I felt, all things considered, like I didn’t deserve any better.

			Ghosts in the house?

			You made your bed, I told myself, bitterly. So go fucking lie in i​t.
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			The handprints were gone by morning, but it took me a while to feel comfortable with the idea of sleeping in that bedroom, even with the new bed and new linen I got with matching curtains, matching bedside tables, throw pillows, deep-pile rug and small, indulgently shiny chandelier which I hung from the center fixture in the ceiling, replacing the ancient, rotten velvet shade that had hung there before. I completed the bedroom setup out of stubbornness more than anything, for the shine had been well and truly taken off the whole process by the paranormal vandalism enacted on my lovingly restored floor, but I couldn’t deny that the end result, once all the moving parts were in place, was a hell of a lot better than the hovel that had greeted me on that first day when I moved into the bungalow. It was almost the kind of room, I thought, standing under the crystal glow of the chandelier and admiring my new, clean, deep, soft bed, a person could bring a date back to, for a nice, long fuck, but thinking about this made me feel immediately hollow and sad and fraudulent and lonelier than ever, which in turn made me angry again, so I decided not to dwell on the sexual potential owning a bedroom like this presented and focus instead on fixing up the rest of the place before anything else stupid happened to it.

			This forward momentum allowed me, with the benefit of a few better night’s sleep, to eventually rationalize the scratches and handprints I’d seen as nothing more than stress-induced hallucinations, combined with being a bit stoned, exhausted, and displaced. This rationalization in turn allowed me to throw myself into clearing out the rest of the house as quickly as I could, although I struggled with some of the larger items: the piss-stained couch, for one, which I ended up sawing into smaller parts in order to get it down the narrow hallway and out the even narrower front door. Throwing the sodden, mouldy cushions and chunks of base into the skip felt immensely satisfying, even if I did have to run multiple baths after, cleansing myself of mould and rot with water so hot I could barely stand it. Cleanliness had become a bit of a thing for me: I’d never been terribly bothered about it beyond what a normal person experiences, before my divorce: daily shower and hair wash, brush teeth thrice a day, deodorant, hand sanitizer gel as necessary, but the longer I spent in the bungalow setting things to rights, the worse my urge to clean myself got, until it became a problem: baths, showers, hand soap, hand gel, disinfectant, bleach, obsessive hair-brushing and fingernail scrubbing…I knew this was probably also a stress reaction, so chose not to be too worried about it, even when the skin on the backs of my hands began to crack from all the washing and scrubbing, but still. It got exhausting, that constant urge to cleanse. I developed a niggling feeling there was something else going on in the back of my mind, and that it probably had to do with shame and guilt and not living up to my own standards as a human being, but I didn’t have the time or mental capacity to really sit down and deal with any of that, so instead I focused on repainting the kitchen cupboards, to brighten them up.

			This was followed by a wiping down of all the shelving, onto which I then stashed my crockery, brand new because I had not wanted to take anything from my old house, my old marriage, my old life, and I thought, as I carefully unboxed then stacked the pale cream and yellow cups and bowls and plates in their new spots on the shelves, that this was nice, actually. My own things. Being able to arrange them as I liked, with no niggling arguments about what would be better.

			But then I didn’t know, the more items I unpacked and put away, if it was nice or actually pathetic. The cupboards yawned with more space than I had bowls and plates to fill, and my brain started to sing a nasty little ditty: Divorced Girl Decor, and as I had that thought, I closed the last cupboard door gently and turned my back to make myself a drink because I was feeling scratchy and dry-mouthed and suddenly very overstimulated, and in the brief moment my body was turned away, every single cabinet door shot wide open again, and every single plate, bowl, glass and other item of crockery I had just put away fell crashing to the floor, smashing all at once to tiny yellow, cream and transparent smithereens.

			I gazed at the snowdrifts of shattered china and glass by my feet and the rage that never really went far from me came running right back, putting my body into instant fight mode. I gritted my teeth, balled up my fists, and screamed my disapproval at the mess the ghosts had made.

			

			“I know what you’re doing!” I yelled, pounding a nearby work surface with my hand until my bones cracked in protest. “I know what you’re fucking doing, and I am not scared of you!”

			A single solitary mug that had not taken a great leap off its shelf, the only one that remained, stared back at me, insolently. I snatched it up and hurled it at the nearest wall, but then, because the ghosts like to be in control, something unseen intervened. The mug stopped dead, a mere inch from the surface of the wall, and then just hung there, suspended midair, neither falling nor traveling nor exploding on impact, and that damn mug stayed like that, in defiance, for the next three days.

			Just stuck in place, as if held by an invisible hand.

			I left it there, out of spite. I swept up all the fragments of my shattered dining set and ordered new plates, cups and bowls, all of them plastic, this time.

			“Fuck you,” I remember hissing when I unboxed this new, unbreakable crockery and put it away for a second time.

			Were the ghosts bothered by my unwillingness to back down? By how unafraid I seemed?

			Were they fuck.

			If anything, the fact that I wasn’t scared of them seemed to spur them on even more.

			My advice, if they come for you, dear reader? Be scared. Do as they want. Act appropriately. Give into the fear.

			Otherwise, you’ll only make it worse for yourself.
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			I threw a little moving-in party two Fridays after, when I had cleared as much junk as I could out of the house, put up some shelves, built the rest of the basic flat-pack furniture and emptied my few remaining boxes of worldly possessions. I figured that was enough organisation to try and warm the place up a little with some company. You might think that selfish of me, given the strange things already happening around the house, but I was determined not to be run out of my own home, and invited people over primarily to show the ghosts who was boss.

			Also, because I was beginning to feel really fucking lonely. I had no immediate neighbours, and nobody seemed to walk out this way, or even drive past much, unless it was a mailman or delivery driver, and they didn’t like to hang around long. I went a good week without seeing anyone at all, and realised it wasn’t doing great things to my brain. So I sent some texts, made some plans. Tried to re-enter the world not with a bang, but with a whimper.

			Hey, I know you all probably have better things to do, but anyone wanna come help me warm up this shit heap I now call home?

			Of course we do, came the reply. Just tell us what we can bring.

			This should have cheered me up, but it didn’t. It just felt like one more thing I didn’t really deserve—kindness. Friendship.

			Grace.

			I made sure to air the place for a good couple of days first, windows wide open, as far as I could push them. The stink of urine, drugs, mould and animal piss was nowhere near as strong as when I had first let myself into the bungalow, but my new home was far from fragrant. I spent a small fortune on air fresheners, incense sticks and room spray, lit a dozen scented candles, put a cinnamon loaf in the oven to bake and hoped for the best. That and two crates of wine and beer, and I considered myself host extraordinaire.

			You’ll be surprised to learn, perhaps, that I even have any friends left, not many, but enough to collect them in a room and call it a party. You’ll be even more surprised to learn that, unlike me, these friends are not total cunts. I don’t honestly know why they choose to keep me around, given everything, but there is no accounting for taste, I suppose.

			And I realised, as each of them knocked on the door, how lucky I was in those friends that night, for not a single one of them, on arrival at my new place, batted an eyelid at the state of the property. There were no wrinkled noses, nobody pointed out the lingering under-stink of damp and mould, the water stains on the ceiling in the living room, the condensation on every windowpane, the wonky flooring everywhere that wasn’t the bedroom, or dilapidated cupboards or the junk piled up on the surrounding land. Each one of my friends instead greeted me with a warm hug, a housewarming gift, and that dreaded, unwanted, disarming surplus of kindness coupled with a complete lack of judgment that nearly laid me out within the first half hour of proceedings. I could well have started raging, then, but instead I chose to get drunk, and tried to enjoy myself, telling myself it was time, time to move on, time to think about other things, time to reconnect and try and act like a normal person and not a festering, raw wound of a human being, if at all possible.

			All of which was easier said than done.

			You know that thing where you have to pretend to be okay in company when you aren’t, not because you don’t feel comfortable owning your own misery, but because you’re aware that you’ve become tedious and dull in your own unhappiness and those around you deserve a little break from your nonsense? So you pretend that you’re healing and moving on and you move your facial muscles into an approximation of a smile and you try to make it reach your eyes so those on the other side of you don’t see the lie in your face, and you throw in a couple of teeth to really seal the deal, for baring teeth makes the dimples show, and you manage it just well enough to convince even those folks who have known you the longest, but inside, you aren’t smiling at all, inside, you’re smashing through drywall with your bare fists and howling again at the unfairness of it all, what do you mean we had an affair and our marriages collapsed but you didn’t choose me when you were finally single, after I waited six years, after you joked about me wearing your surname, after you called me your person and soulmate and forever human, but when we could finally be together you chose a different way, a version of ‘freedom’ that didn’t include me at all, what do you mean you left me like trash on the sidewalk for a dream of greener grass and that all this torment and pain was for nothing?

			Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you, was all I could think as the talk flowed and the wine flowed faster. Laughter filled the tiny house as scented candles flickered and danced but it sounded hollow to me, like animal grunts in a forest, warning sounds, not mirth, and as I sank further and further into myself, and got drunker and drunker, my guests started to notice my heart wasn’t really in it. Rather than force me to climb out of my funk, they made polite excuses, hugged me tight, and drifted off, until only my good friend Rob was left behind, which we both knew would happen. Rob and I had a very casual, no strings, sex but only sex kind of arrangement that had remarkably, not affected our friendship at all.

			“That”s because I am not in love with you,” he said, as I commented on this while he unhooked my bra.

			“I know, it’s such a huge fucking relief,” I replied, closing my eyes while he mouthed my nipples. It had been too long since I’d been explored. “Love just feels like a way of controlling people, honestly. It really is a trap…oh!”

			This last exclamation was down to a hefty smack across my ass.

			“Maybe,” Rob murmured, around mouthfuls of breast as I wriggled. “Or maybe you just didn’t fall in love with the right people. How about we check out that nice new bedroom of yours that you worked so hard on?”

			I shook my head. “Here is just fine.”

			

			He obligingly manoeuvred me to the floor, turned me around doggy-style.

			“Pull my hair,” I whimpered. “Hard.”

			“No, I don’t…”

			“Please? Yes, that’s it…harder…harder…”

			A memory surfaced, unwanted, of the last person I had done this with, a person I had cut out of my life as definitively as a cancerous tumour, and then immediate sorrow followed, for once, we had been so good together, so close, so intense, so…

			I didn’t really understand why, but the massive wellspring of grief bubbling up inside of me triggered an intense, roaring orgasm, and I cried out, half-sobbing, and the sound lingered in the little bungalow and was more haunting than anything any of the ghosts could ever do, for unhappiness is truly the loudest echo, and at that precise moment, a shelf on the wall beside us collapsed suddenly, aggressively wrenching itself away from the cast iron shelf brackets I’d screwed in good and tight and landing sharply on Rob’s head. The heavy, sharp-edged length of wood almost knocked him out entirely, and opened a three-inch long wound on his scalp that instantly flooded blood down his face and stained his shirt a rusty, deep red.
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