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	Praise for Morgan Sylvia

	"Morgan Sylvia's Abode is a deliciously mesmerizing haunted fantasy. Her combination of elegantly poetic prose and razor-sharp storytelling have crafted a modern classic ghost story. For a debut novel, this chilling, tragic tale will keep you turning pages and sleeping with the lights on...everything you could hope for in a supernatural spellbinder."—Peter N. Dudar, author of A Requiem For Dead Flies, Where Spiders Fear To Spin, and The Goat Parade.

	 

	"Rare is it in this era of splatter horror to find a book such as ABODE, in which the horror is all too prevalent and real, but is treated oh so subtly, as in a mystery where the reader tiptoes through clues. The author tantalizes us, not bludgeons us. Abode is richly atmospheric, in the vein of Henry James' 19th century classic "Turn of the Screw." There are Lovecraftian overtones; there are also tragic psychological sufferings. There is evil. Above all, the reader revels in the exquisitely-tuned atmosphere."—The Haunted Reading Room 

	 

	"Wow! Just wow! Morgan Sylvia is not only a masterful storyteller, but a weaver of spells. Abode hooks you from the beginning and doesn't let you go until the very end. The writing is atmospheric and lyrical while the story is chilling and haunting. What a wonderful debut novel!"—E.J. Fechenda, author of The New Mafia Trilogy and Ghost Stories Trilogy

	 

	"I love it when an author manages to take a classic trope most people might think has already been played out or done to death, and then blows the doors off by presenting it in an effective, clever way. Even if this was just another haunting – which it isn’t; there’s way more to it – the manner in which it’s told is riveting."—Christine Morgan, author of White Death

	 

	"Violent and haunting, Abode by Morgan Sylvia is a good old-fashioned novel of monsters wreaking havoc."—The Library Journal 
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Chapter One

	 

	Y


	ou don’t know me.

	You probably don’t remember any of what I am about to tell you. At least, I wouldn’t expect you to. Then again, who knows? Maybe you do retain some memory of me, however dim, however vague. Some fragmented, distorted image survives perhaps, hidden deep in your subconscious. I thought I saw a flash of recognition in your eyes when I bumped into you that day at Quincy Market. A slightly haunted look. Questions. As if you knew me, but didn’t know how.

	I thought I saw fear. And then you turned away.

	I followed you. With me, there was no doubt. No question. The very moment I saw you, I knew who you are and who you were.

	There are no coincidences. That was no chance meeting. 

	Maybe you saw me again that day at the diner, though I tried to keep out of sight when I followed you. I am no secret agent. I’m sure my attempt at tailing you was horribly inept. 

	I realize this must all sound very strange. 

	Before I proceed, let me assure you, I mean you no harm. Quite the opposite, in fact; it is only for your own safety that I am writing to you at all. I don’t want to intrude on your life. I don’t want to cause you any pain. I only followed you to find out how to contact you again. Not that that was a smashing success. Those hang up calls at your office? That was me, chickening out. The three no-show appointments from new patients you had last month? That was me as well. I finally decided to write you through the email address on your website. It seemed less intrusive that way. It also gives me a chance to take these jumbled memories and at least try to string them together into something coherent.

	Also, to be honest, if I were to try and tell you these things in person, I would choke on the words. Even your name sticks in my throat. I cannot speak these things aloud, though they haunt me still. There are names I dare not speak, for to utter the names of those dark beings is to give them power. Even to think of them is dangerous. 

	But there is a truth that must be told. 

	Let me preface this by saying that I am very happy to know you are alive and well. I cannot say how much comfort it has given me to know that you are here, on this planet, in flesh and blood, and, to judge at a glance, healthy and happy and (I hope) doing well. The night after our encounter, I felt the first peace I have known in years. 

	I would suspect, given that you work with sleep disorders, that you also suffer from nightmares, that you wake in the night sweating and shaking, as I do. I would not be shocked to discover you recognize from those night terrors some of what I am going to tell you. 

	I wonder if you, too, dream of a man in a black wide-brimmed hat, in a shadowy northern forest. Or of his daughter, the black-haired witch, Sarah. The twins, perhaps. Of dour Josephine; poor, mad Isabelle; or gentle Agnes in her wheelchair. 

	I will not ask these things, though I wonder about them. Your secrets, your memories … those are yours to keep or share. I ask nothing of you, save the time you will take reading this. 

	If you are easily frightened, if you cannot stomach horror movies or ghost stories, you will not enjoy reading this. Perhaps you will be tempted to just delete this email and chalk it all up to a chance meeting with a lunatic. I wouldn’t blame you. 

	Before you do that, though, please understand one thing. You are in danger. Your entire family is in great danger. There are things that walk this world that have no love for humankind. And there, in the dark woods of the north, once rose a bloodline that dealt with these beings, these entities, if you wish. 

	This may sound crazy. I cannot argue that. I agree, actually. It not only sounds crazy, it is crazy. 

	But that doesn’t make it less true. 

	I sat on a bench outside your office for most of the next day, trying to decide what to do. I wasn’t sure whether or not I should approach you, or, if I did, how to approach you. I kept thinking about going into your work and asking for you, but I couldn’t find it in myself to do that. So I simply sat there, hour after hour, until finally the daylight faded. When you left the office that night, you walked right past me. I didn’t follow; as I said, I was still debating what to do. But I watched you walk away. 

	That’s when I saw him. 

	I knew him the moment I saw him, just as I knew you. There is no mistaking him, for the aura of malevolence he projects is as palpable as heat or cold or a strong perfume. He stepped out of an alley as you approached it, and watched you walk away. He looked right at me, and then turned and walked through a wall. Every cell of my being reacted in terror. My skin prickled into goosebumps. The back of my spine tensed, and my muscles coiled like springs. 

	As though running would be of any use. 

	That is no human being. 

	That is a thing there that looks like a man, takes the guise of a man, but has never been human. It has never worn flesh. It masquerades as human, but whether the human face he wears was that of his servant, master, or victim, I know not. I only know that thing is hatred embodied, a malevolence so intense it carries itself into the physical realm.

	You and your family are in great danger. 

	What I am going to tell you may frighten you. It should. It should terrify you. It sure as hell scares the shit out of me. I have spent countless hours and countless dollars on therapy. Shrinks, retreats, gyms, booze, pot: you name it, I’ve tried it. Nothing worked. I still wake in the night drenched in sweat, with the sheets clinging to my skin. 

	There are beings that walk this earth which have never been human. I dare not think of these beings at night; I can only begin this compilation in the brightest daylight. It is a dangerous undertaking, to document such instances as the ones I am going to recount. And I have battled myself for days, wondering whether to proceed or just walk away. 

	But I cannot let you face this thing alone and unprepared.

	I hope I am making sense. Well, in a literary way, at least. There is no true sense to be made of the things I am going to tell you. Only that the universe is more dark than light, and that the beings which inhabit that darkness, those primordial lords of hatred, want nothing more than to see us suffer and die. 

	I know, I know. Madness, right? You’re probably rolling your eyes, calling a friend. The conversation will probably start with you saying, “You won’t believe this crazy email I got today …” 

	I can’t pretend to know the secrets of the universe. I haven’t unlocked the codes of life and death. I can barely make sense of my own life. I am—I’ll admit it—a raging alcoholic, completely incapable of sustaining a healthy relationship. Those are the scars I was left with. 

	I don’t have all the answers. Just a lot of questions.

	If you drink, you might want to make yourself a strong one before you go further. Or coffee, if you prefer. If you have a reading nook, I suggest you go there. Chocolate? Music? Candles? Purring cat? Loyal dog? Make yourself comfortable. Cook yourself up a big batch of macaroni and cheese, heat up some soup, or order a pizza. (Is pepperoni and onion still your favorite? I wonder about these things ...) Put on your comfiest sweatpants, and hell, if you have stupid slippers, best get those too. You will need all the comfort you can get. 

	I don’t want to scare you. But you have to know the truth. 

	I guess I should start at the beginning. You were my little sister once. I don’t know if you believe in reincarnation. I didn’t know that I did, until I saw you again. 

	You’ll find a Maine address sunk into the header of this document. Look it up on Google Maps. There is nothing there but an empty, overgrown lot now, but you may find it familiar nonetheless. I’ve attached a photo. 

	It’s where you died. 

	Shall we begin? 

	 

	
Chapter Two

	 

	I


	 guess I should start at the beginning. 

	This is the hard part.

	I have delayed for pages now. I just deleted an entire page about today’s weather, when three words (cold autumn rain) would have done just fine. I could wax poetic about the chill in the air or the smell of burning leaves, or ramble on about the intensity of New England autumns, and how fall paints the north in colors of blood and fire. I could tell you about my struggle to stay sober, my painting career and the crappy jobs that support it, or the string of failed relationships in my rear-view mirror. It isn’t that I necessarily want to talk about any of these things. I simply find it harder to revisit the golden days at the start of the ordeal than it is to reexamine the nightmare itself. 

	Even now, my thoughts try to shy away from the subject at hand.

	The past waits, menacing, a malevolent shadow hiding in the darkness at the center of my soul, a vortex waiting to pull me under again. 

	I determined long ago that there is no great wisdom to be gained from those memories, no sense to be made, no answers to be found. I have come to terms with the knowledge that I faced true evil and lost. That is a weight I bear. The scars I carry block any chance of my possibly being able to convince myself that it was all a dream. There is no comfort in the truth. I accept that. 

	But I have never accepted your death.

	This is not the true beginning of the story. The tale truly begins in 1629, when a man named Jeremiah Kent arrived in what is now known as Maine. Jeremiah married a French settler named Marie Dumas. They settled in what was at the time untamed wilderness, on the parcel of land that we would come to inhabit over three hundred years later.

	The darkness that inhabits that property was there long before them.

	I’ve pieced together bits and pieces of his history, which I am still compiling. I’ll get to that later. These things … these things are not for today. Today is chilly and damp, and I’ve set my mind to one task: describing our early lives, and our arrival at the house. 

	So we begin. 

	You and I spent our early years in a small but cozy yellow raised-ranch house on a corner lot just outside of Boston. My memories of those early days are a kaleidoscopic blur of mixed images: melting purple popsicles and tire swings, the jungle gym at the park down the street, roller skates, cartoons, and board games. Home was a fenced back yard where we rolled around in clover patches and ran barefoot through soft grass Dad cut with a rusty, push-type lawn mower. We had a swing set with slides and monkey bars. You loved it, though I preferred climbing the maple tree on the front lawn. We had a playroom downstairs, complete with overflowing toy boxes, fake wood wall paneling, and an avocado shag rug. On Saturday mornings, we used to watch cartoons down there, while eating cereal and candy. Mom and Dad got us all the requisite toys, as well as scratch n’ stiff stickers, pet rocks, and other playthings. That room was our little haven: it was comfortable and cozy, with its overstuffed sofa and huge lamps. It was safe. It was familiar. It was ours. You did all the normal things any little girl would do, in those years. You played with your Barbie dolls and fashion plates, and filled coloring books with scribbled Crayon creations. You drew lopsided hopscotch blocks on the sidewalk in pink and purple chalk, and you had a crush on the blond guy from The Dukes of Hazzard. You took ballet and gymnastics classes, and sold Girl Scout cookies. You were a fairy in a school play one year, and a singing tomato the next. 

	We both belonged to local Scout troops. We went to Disneyland every spring, and Cape Cod every July. Our summers were filled with ice cream cones, miniature golf games, swimming, barbeques, and water parks. We attended family reunions too, gatherings of more aunts, uncles, and cousins than I could count. We played horseshoes or cricket while nibbling burgers or hot dogs, and cracked open lobsters Mom bought right from the dock. Autumn was Halloween and trick or treating, and jumping into piles of leaves Dad raked up. In those days, people weren’t afraid to let their kids go door to door. This was before people started poisoning chocolate and putting needles into candy bars. And winter? Winter was skating and sledding, hot chocolate and snowball fights, clumsy one-piece snowsuits and mittens connected with string. Spring was the season of sunshine and mud and Easter chocolate, baseball games at Fenway Park, and the exhilaration and freedom of finally being able to run around outside after being cooped up indoors all winter. 

	These things bubble up clearly through the hodgepodge of murky memories that followed them. The wheel of the year, as I recall it, turned peacefully in those years. 

	In other words, we had a perfectly normal childhood. 

	Then Dad lost his job. 

	You, of course, didn’t understand the importance of that, or get why Dad wasn’t happy to be out of work. Neither of us did, really. I remember asking if we could finally go to the Grand Canyon, since Dad had more free time now. I thought jobs were like school, where time off was actually a good thing. I didn’t understand why Mom and Dad looked so glum. You played with your toys, named your stuffed animals, and asked Dad if he could become an astronaut. 

	Eventually we began to understand what that job loss truly meant. It meant macaroni and cheese or canned spaghetti for dinner almost every night. It meant peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for lunch instead of ham or turkey and cheese, and generic brand cereal for breakfast instead of bacon, eggs, and toast. It meant Kool-Aid instead of juice (which neither of us minded), and it meant we couldn’t go to the movies or roller-skating on weekends. We had to tell our friends we wouldn’t be joining them at camp, and your birthday was scaled down from a weekend at the water park and beach to a backyard barbeque with cake Mom made from a box and balloons she inflated with her own ragged breath. 

	Then the next bomb dropped: we were told we would be attending public school that year, rather than private. We were too young to care about what that meant for our education. We only knew that we wouldn’t see our school friends anymore, and that we would wear regular clothes instead of uniforms. Like our classmates, we looked down at the public school kids a bit. We were foolish enough to think that we were somehow better. 

	I sulked for days. 

	We went to the beach a lot that summer. We went to the park and the public swimming pool. We skated, splashed in the sprinkler, swam in our friends’ pools, and basically just amused ourselves with activities that didn’t cost anything. 

	It was the best summer of my life. At least, the first part of it was. Those days were sunlight, were precious in their simplicity. 

	Then the other shoe dropped. We were told we would be moving to Maine. 

	The reason for the move was pretty cut and dry; Dad got a new job, one worth relocating for, working at a mill up in Mersport. He got the house dirt cheap. He must have driven up one day to see it, but I don’t recall any mention of that. I just remember that he came home one night and bluntly informed us that we would be moving immediately. He wanted us to be we settled before the new school year started. 

	It was a complete shock. To a child who has only experienced one home, moving is a pretty big deal. It’s uprooting one’s whole world. It’s upending the universe and everything in it. 

	I certainly wasn’t happy about it. But you were the one who threw a fit. You cried. You screamed. You kicked Dad, broke a lamp, refused to eat, and basically screamed your lungs out. You even threw a glass of milk against the wall and broke it. This wasn’t like you. You were—from what I can recall—generally a pretty well-mannered, happy kid. At least up until that point you were. I occasionally found you annoying, and I thought you spent too much time playing with stupid dolls, but I never hated you the way some kids hate their siblings. Your reaction really startled me. I had never seen you act like that. I don’t recall you ever throwing a full-out tantrum, at least, not since you got past the toddler phase. But that night you cried and screamed so much that you actually lost your breath. Mom and Dad were completely taken aback, and spoke in hushed, worried tones. I remember watching it all and feeling sad for you.

	I wonder now if you sensed what was coming. 

	It was me you came to for comfort. You put your little arms around me and sobbed, and a protective big brother was born.

	I somehow found the nerve to inform Dad that no, we weren’t moving. I got beat pretty bad for it. It wasn’t the first time Dad had hit me. I’m not sure where one would draw a line between punishment and abuse, or which side of it that incident would fall on, but I remember just telling Dad to hit me again, it didn’t matter because we weren’t moving.

	I’m glad, now, that I did that. It gives me some tiny comfort to know that I tried, to the best of my nine-year old ability, to stop it. 

	I ended up sulking in my room with a bag of frozen peas on my eye.

	Mom came in to talk to me. The fresh welts on my back still stung, and she put salve on them. “You have to be patient with your father,” she told me. “This hasn’t been easy for him, leaving his job.”

	“He didn’t leave.” I was still sulking. “They fired him. Bobby’s dad told him all about it.” 

	Mom tried to hide the truth. But she couldn’t: it was in her eyes, and in her voice, which was quiet and tense. “It’s complicated,” she told me. “Things change. Nothing lasts forever. Our time here is done, and it’s time for us to move on from this place.”

	That only angered me more. 

	“There are jobs here,” I said. “He didn’t even try.”

	“Sometimes a fresh start is the best thing someone can do,” she said. “What if you love the new house, the new school?”

	“I won’t,” I said. “I’ll hate it. I don’t want to go.”

	Mom’s face hardened slightly. “You’re going to have to face things you don’t want to face, in life. You’ll have to do things you don’t want to do. Go places you don’t want to be. Someday, at least some of those choices will be up to you. But this time, it isn’t.” She stood up and went to my bedroom door, then paused, looking back at me. “There’ll be no more backtalk or whining about this move. We’re going, and that’s that. You and your sister will start packing your toys tomorrow.”

	Those words ring in my head to this day. 

	I wonder now if I hated that place before I ever laid eyes on it. 

	Needless to say, my nine-year old wiles did nothing to change the situation. We packed up the only home you and I had ever known in preparation for the move to the Great White North. 

	All of our toys and clothes—even our pet rocks—went into cardboard boxes Mom picked up from the grocery store. Within a matter of a few short weeks, our home had been completely dismantled. The morning we left, I walked through the empty rooms one last time. The only signs of our presence were the stain on the living room carpet where you had once spilled hot chocolate, the cracked window pane that stood as a reminder of the day that I—after ignoring about a thousand warnings—threw a ball inside the house, and the marks Mom had made on the kitchen wall to mark our growth. 

	I hated knowing that the things that made up my world could be so easily dissembled. That things could fall apart so easily. Looking back, I guess that was my first realization of how fragile life is. The lives we build can be torn down within hours, or even minutes. Dust in the wind, as they say. 

	There is nothing left of that place now. The house is long gone, razed to make way for a dirty gas station that sells stale nachos and cheap cigarettes. I stopped there once, not too long ago, and didn’t even realize where I was until I drove away and passed the park down the road. As far as I can tell, the men’s room now stands right where your bedroom used to be. The backyard where we used to play is now covered in cracked pavement and litter. 

	Dust and bones and ash. That is all that remains of those days, of our former lives. Of you. I’m the only one left to tell the tale, and you’re the only left to tell it to. 

	One hot, sticky August day, we all piled into the station wagon, with Buster, our Border Collie, and Lucky, our fluffy orange tabby, and drove up I-95 to our new home. I remember the trip pretty clearly. We stopped at a fast food place for lunch. You and I both got little plastic toys with our meals, and we spent the rest of the trip playing with them while the radio played songs by The Eagles and Fleetwood Mac. Mom and Dad both seemed happy, if a little nervous. They fussed over details (Would the movers break their wedding china? Would Mom be able to plant a garden? Should they have left the shag rug behind?) and discussed taxes and furniture and snowplows. 

	It seems like a thousand years ago. 

	It seems like yesterday.

	We crossed the big green bridge in Portsmouth, and then we were in Maine. I didn’t notice much of a difference at first. Less houses, more trees. But as we drove further and further north, into the wilderness, I felt as though we were leaving civilization behind, and going back through time. We saw more and more pine trees, and fewer deciduous ones. The woods pressed thick against the road, a wall of forests broken occasionally by rivers or thick tan bogs where dead trees reached skeletal branches into a pale blue sky. We drove past the traffic, and had the road nearly to ourselves. Each exit seemed more remote, and less interesting, than the last.

	After what seemed like forever, we finally turned off the interstate, navigating a series of roads that unfurled through rolling green hills, past dairy farms and antique stores and, of course, more woods. We passed ancient stone walls, burnt-out barns, and the occasional general store, and drove through towns with little brick-front downtowns that were so small we went through most of them in less than five minutes. 

	The first thing I noticed about Maine was that it seemed to be mostly made of pine trees, half-burnt barns, and old cemeteries. Even now, whenever I visit Maine, I’m struck by the abundance of cemeteries. It seems you can’t drive more than a mile without seeing some old, crumbling graveyard. Many are small, and, while some look well-tended, most of them look forgotten. 

	You noticed it too. “Why are there so many dead people here?”

	“What?” Mom frowned.

	“There’s a cemetery on every road!” You pressed your hands to the window glass, and looked at her over your shoulder. “Do people die here a lot?” 

	“People die everywhere,” Dad snapped. “Don’t ask stupid questions.”

	Mom shot him a look, and said something under her breath. I thought you were going to have another fit, but instead you just settled back into the seat and picked up your Barbie doll. 

	We stopped for ice cream at a roadside place with red painted picnic tables and big metal trashcans painted in bright colors. I got Chocolate Swirl; you got Tutti Frutti. We tried to eat it before it melted, but despite our valiant efforts, we both ended up with sticky fingers. The place had an outdoor fountain with a spigot, and I remember Mom washing your hands there. You looked at her, blinking from the sun, and asked, very seriously, how long we had before it got dark. 

	“Oh, sunset isn’t for a while yet,” Mom said. She dried your hands with a napkin. “We have plenty of time. It won’t be dark until almost nine.”

	“Why? Is the darkness afraid of summer?”

	Mom just sighed and fed you a generic reply. It struck me as an odd question. I suppose that’s why I remember it.

	We left the ice cream place behind and moved on. 

	It too, is gone, now, abandoned. 

	We drove further and further into the wilderness. There are huge tracts of unbroken forest in Maine, even today. That primeval wild is quiet, unusually devoid of large predators. At least, those made of flesh. As we drove into the forest, I had a strange sense that the land was aware, that the woods were, in themselves, watching me. 

	Eventually we drove through what served as Mersport’s downtown, which was really little more than a cluster of brick stores concentrated over a few blocks. The town offered a fairly typical selection of small businesses: a drugstore, a salon, a bookstore, a travel agency, a department store, a bank, a jeweler’s, and a pizza place. From there, we turned onto a road that took us even deeper into the country. We passed mirror-calm ponds and fast-moving streams, acres of fields, lumberyards, centuries-old farmhouses, and the burnt husks of wooden barns. The trees crowded close along the side of the road, a wall of greenery shielding the wood and its secrets. In other places, blueberry barrens stretched out over rolling hills, or grassy pastures fell away toward dark distant woods. There were no more big shiny stores, no more movie theaters. 

	When we started passing houses with woodpiles, I felt like we were traveling back in time. 

	“This is the middle of nowhere!” I complained. “They still chop wood here, like it’s a thousand years ago.” 

	“We’ll burn wood this winter, too,” Dad said. “Cheaper that way. And guess who gets to help carry it?”

	I kicked the seat. 

	“Keep it up.” Dad caught my eyes in the rear view mirror. His voice was calm, but there was rage smoldering in his gaze. “Keep it up, and you’ll carry every stick of wood we burn all year.”

	I was quiet the rest of the way. 

	After what seemed an eternity, we crossed a bridge, passed an old mill, and turned onto a road that wound even deeper into the woods. A few miles down, we started up a huge hill. I strained my neck, trying to see over the hump. The car, overloaded, strained to crest the hill. We made the top at a crawl. The land leveled out a bit, and then rolled downward, and we started picking up speed again. But not much. Dad held off on the gas, because we had reached both the end of the road and our destination.

	A snapshot becomes clear among a kaleidoscope of memories; that first glimpse of the house, its dark silhouette a sharp contrast against that bright summer day. Just before Dad turned into the drive, a flock of black birds took flight from its branches. 

	“Here we are, kids,” Mom said brightly. 

	The house did not, at a glance, seem like anything out of the ordinary. All in all, it was a fairly typical New England farmhouse, box-shaped and big. It had three stories, but was more tall than wide. The property was roughly boxed in by oaks, maples, and pines. A tangled hedge wall of wild roses, berry bushes, and burdocks and a short stone wall held the surrounding woods at bay. The place was somewhat rundown, and had a desolate, neglected air. Cobwebs hung like veils over cracked, grimy windows, hiding the shadowy unknown of the house’s interior. The chocolate-colored paint and white trim were chipped and peeling, and the half-dead shrubs surrounding the house had been all but enveloped in weeds. The yard was completely overgrown, and resembled a meadow more than a lawn. A huge dead tree stood sentry in the front yard. It looked skeletal, a dead thing reaching bony fingers for the sky.

	Behind the house, the land sloped up, became forest. Across the street, a large field gently rolled down and away from us, cleared centuries ago for crops and pasture. A few twisted apple trees were all that remained of an old orchard. Further down, we could see a dark smudge of trees, with a clear, serpentine line in them that announced the presence of a stream or a river. 

	It was completely silent. There were no birds, no sirens, no voices. We were too far away from the main roads to hear any traffic. The only sounds that broke the stillness were the hum of a few tree frogs buzzing and the wind moving through the trees. Ours was the last property on the road, which reached a dead end just beyond our driveway.

	In later years, I became strangely adept at spotting places that host paranormal activity. I can be driving down a street for the first time, when I will suddenly notice a place that seems slightly amiss. Invariably, I will turn my head and see a relatively normal-looking home, its windows dark, its shadowy interior perhaps a little blacker than it should be. And something in me shudders in terror, knowing. 

	I feel uneasy now, looking back on that moment. I recall a sense of wrongness, but I can’t say for certain that the memories of what transpired later haven’t colored my recollections of that first day. At the time, I was just … unimpressed.

	“It’s a dump,” I said disdainfully. 

	“It’s three times the size of our old house,” Dad said. 

	You didn’t like the place any more than I did. You started crying, and quickly worked yourself into such a fit that Mom didn’t seem to know what to do. At one point, you were crying so hard you almost choked. “I don’t wanna live here,” you kept saying. “I wanna go home.”

	Dad picked you up. “It is going to be just fine, honey. This is our home now.” 

	You screamed to be put down. He obliged, startled, and you stood still, as though frozen in place, simply staring at the house. At the third floor, to be exact. I don’t know what you saw there, if anything. 

	“It looks dirty,” I said. “And old.”

	“It is old,” Dad said. “She was built in the 1800s. These old houses have strong bones, and a lot of character.” He pointed at the chimney. “See that? The chimney is made of stone taken right out of the river.”

	“Just looks like rock to me.” 

	Mom was no more enthralled than we were. She eyed the house warily. I could almost see her making a mental list of all the work that had to be done: the scrubbing, the mopping, the sweeping, the painting. “You said it needed a little work. This place is falling apart.”

	“Cosmetic,” Dad said. He flipped through his key ring. Even I could tell that some of his cheeriness was forced. “She’s sound. Good roof, good foundation. Wiring tested out fine.” 

	“It will cost thousands to get this place into decent shape.”

	“And we will still have made out like bandits.” Dad kissed her. “Don’t worry so much. You can have a garden.” He pointed toward the yard, which was an overgrown tangle of brush and wildflowers. “That spot over there looks perfect. And we can put an outdoor pool in next year.”

	“I want a pool now!” I cut in. “When can we get the pool?”

	“Right as soon as you learn to tie your shoelaces without me having to tell you.”

	I looked down, grumbled, and tied my sneaker laces. 

	Snapshots. 

	Moments fallen away into time. 

	Buster yanked the leash out of my hands and took off around the side of the house. I ran after him, but I didn’t have to go far. As soon as I came around the back of the house, I saw him. He stood at the doors to the root cellar, growling. 

	I saw those doors, and, well, I know I didn’t like that. A hole leading into the ground. No thanks. I never liked underground. My earliest nightmares were of tumbling down a deep, dark hole and falling straight into hell. Caves give me the creeps, and mines terrify me. Even basements freak me out. Below ground, below the reach of the sun … that is the realm of the dead. 

	There are few things I am sure of in this world, but this I know: only the dead belong below the surface of the earth. 

	Buster started barking loudly. I grabbed his collar and tried to pull him back, but he had about fifty pounds on me and I couldn’t budge him. Dad came around the back and grabbed his collar. 

	“What’s he barking at?” I asked.

	“Probably an animal down there,” Dad said. Mom joined us as we went back toward the front door. You trailed along behind her, clutching Lucky, and stood there, still sniffling, as Dad fiddled with the lock and key and then opened the door.

	“Go on, kids,” Dad said. “Go pick your rooms.”

	You and I took off like, well, like little kids going to pick rooms out. Dad tied Buster to a tree, so he wouldn’t get in the way or run off. His barking was the soundtrack to the rest of the day. 

	The house is no longer standing. You can still see some of the property features if you look up the lot online. The foundations are still visible, and the driveway paving is still there. The garage still stands, though the roof has collapsed. The lot is once more overgrown, even more so than it was that day. You’ll find—or perhaps have already found—several photos attached to this email, but only a few, the ones I got from Uncle Mike, were taken inside the house. 

	There were three doors. If you walked in the front door, you would find yourself standing in an open parlor/entry way. The stairs were immediately on your right, and had an old-fashioned wooden banister we used to slide down. If you walked straight ahead, you would find French doors on your left, opening onto the living room. Continuing on, you would pass through the dining room. The dining room opened onto a small hallway on the right. This held the side door, the one closest to the garage. This little alcove—or tiny hallway, if you prefer—also contained a closet, and the door to the cellar stairs, which ran directly beneath the other stairs. If you went past the alcove/hall and dining room, you would pass a pantry and a bathroom, and then walk into the kitchen, where the window over the sink looked out onto the yard. A door to the left of the sink led onto the back porch.

	The house had one of those round tower-like attachments, with windows all around it. The bottom portion sat off the living room. The top floor was a bedroom. You went straight for that one, without even looking at any other rooms. I opened door after door. None of the rooms felt particularly inviting. They all had old, busy wallpaper and dark wood floors. I finally ended up picking the room by the attic stairs, mostly because it had a sort of closet beneath the attic stairs. I thought at first it would make a really cool little secret hideaway. Being nine, of course I was all into secret hideaways. I remember Dad telling you that you could stay in the round room in summer, but when it got cold, you’d have to move, as that room wouldn’t have much heat. You protested a little too much, and he made you take the room beside mine. 

	I heard all this, but I wasn’t paying too much attention. I lugged my suitcase up the stairs, and brought it into my new domain. I crossed the room and stood looking out one of the windows, gazing at the strange, wild land before me. To someone who had always lived in a busy city neighborhood, it just seemed empty. I couldn’t see anything but trees and fields. On the other side of the river, I could just barely make out the shape of another roof, but there were no other neighbors in sight. For all practical purposes, we were alone in the world. It felt like we were on another planet. 

	I turned and surveyed my bedroom, and then decided to check out the cubbyhole under the stairs. However, when I finally opened the latch (it was rusted shut) I didn’t like it at all. It was cold and black and it smelled like a grave. I could see things at the far end: an old chair, a suitcase, two trunks, some old tools, a big glass milk jug that was caked with fine dust, and some other odds and ends. The rest I couldn’t quite make out. I didn’t like the look of it: it spoke of an earlier age, of another time, an era I didn’t belong to. I shut the door and pushed the old armchair Dad had brought up to my room in front of it. 

	Mom called us back down to the yard. Dad was taking the camera out of the station wagon’s glove compartment. “Come on everyone,” he said. “Family photo.” 

	I’m sending two photos, one of a handful I have. The only reason I have these is because Mom had decided to have some duplicates made, and had brought the negatives back to the photo shack. They were still there on the night of the fire. Somehow, Aunt Janet ended up with them. The first photo (Picture One) is a shot Mom took of you and I unpacking boxes. You were closer to the camera than I was, close enough that the small birthmark on your right cheek is visible. That birthmark also shows on your old school pictures. 

	I saw an identical birthmark on the profile photo you have on your website. 

	I’ve also attached the photo of the four of us (six, if you include Buster and Lucky) standing in front of the house. I still remember us taking that picture. Dad set the timer on the camera and scrambled into place. In the photo, you’re clutching your favorite Raggedy Ann doll, squinting slightly. You had your hair in pigtails that day. I’m wearing a football jersey and a look of annoyance. Mom’s smile looked slightly forced. Buster is a brown and white blur; he was straining at the leash, his attention rapt on something in the forest. 

	A smudge in one of the third-floor windows bears the distinct shape of a human face: a young woman, her pale face framed with dark hair. An analyst could examine the photo, and say the image is a trick of light, the reflection of a cloud. It could be a flaw in the negative, or a spot that happened during processing. But I haven’t the luxury of skepticism. Don’t get me wrong: I’m not gullible, by any means. I’ve seen plenty of faked paranormal footage and charlatan psychics. Were it only the photo, I would be more than happy to dismiss it as a trick of light against cellophane. 

	Her name was Isabelle.

	 

	
Chapter Three

	 

	I


	t isn’t easy for me to revisit these things. To revisit is to relive. You leave a dark path, you don’t want to go back down it. You run as far and as fast as you can in the opposite direction, and smother those recollections in any way possible. Burn them, exhale them in fragrant smoke, bury them, chew them up, rip them, cut them out of your skin, swallow them … anything and everything you can to leave them behind. If you’re tough enough, maybe you’ll face your personal demons on your own ground; at the gym, in a studio, on a mountain path or in a dojo. If you aren’t so strong, you’ll choose the easy route, as I did, and drown your demons in alcohol.

	I am a recovering drug addict and alcoholic. I started drinking at a very young age. I had already spent a thousand nights at the bottom of a bottle by the time I reached legal drinking age. I’ll spare you the sordid details of that dark phase of my life, other than to say I fought long and hard to get to where I am now. Sobriety is a battle I still fight every day. It’s a struggle that never ends, a war that falls into occasional lulls, only to flare up again, even uglier and angrier than before. I won’t lie; I’ve found liquid comfort and liquid courage, along with liquid rage. But the respite, as so many are, is always a lie. You pay a price for that numbness, for those brief moments of clarity you grasp as you are sucked, spinning, down the flush of your own life. What won’t you sacrifice for those few, precious minutes of feeling good? Those short, blurry moments you have before the room starts to spin and the vomit spews forth, that brief moment of calm before the rage takes over. 

	My dance with inebriation always ended the same way. At some point, inevitably, I would find myself staring at my foul, puke-covered memories, and sink further into self-hatred. I couldn’t face the truth, so I ran. And then I dove headfirst into a bottle. 
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