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ONE


Home Again





Trey

I drove the short distance to my parents’ house without much thought other than I’d have a few weeks off school and knowing my mom would make sure I had a hot meal that wasn’t fast food. The semester was over and I was officially on summer break. Now, instead of work and school, I’d just have work full-time instead of part-time. But before that, for the next two weeks, I’d stay at my parents’ and spend some time doing jobs around their house, and swimming in the pool.  

When I passed Miss Hattie’s house, I noticed a car in the driveway, and the front door was open. She waved to me from her bedroom window, and I waved back, thinking nothing of it. 

“I hope you’re ready for some company,” I whispered to her under my breath, knowing she wouldn’t hear me. She’d been gone a while now, but the stories my grandfather had told me were true. He’d said his great-grandfather could see spirits and talk to them, and that he was even friends with some of the spirits he interacted with. He also said he had the gift of sight, and that maybe I’d get lucky enough to inherit it. He must have told me that story a million times, and the older I got, the more I thought he was just spinning me a tall tale. But as the years passed, the more I started to take notice. 

I never told Miss Hattie about it, not wanting to change her feelings about me, because when I was little she was my best friend. We spent so much time together, baking or doing all sorts of things to keep us both busy.

“Mr. Keen lost his watch, he was sure he was wearing it when he went to the post office. Let’s go retrace his steps and see if we can find it,” Miss Hattie would say with a twinkle in her blue eyes. She loved a good mystery.

After she passed, I saw her. I knew it wasn’t really her but her spirit, and she was always standing at the same window when I’d drive by, looking a lot like she did when I was a kid—dressed in that same pink flowered dress she seemed to wear all the time, her white hair combed into perfect waves on top of her head, and her wire-rim glasses pushed up on her nose. She smiled and waved at me as though it was just any other day and I happened to be driving by and caught her looking out her window. 

But it wasn’t like any other day. Miss Hattie had been dead for a while now, and her last months had been spent in a hospital. She’d had a stroke and never recovered from it. 

I waved back to her, unable to stop myself, and parked in front of my parents’ house. I leaned forward on the steering wheel and looked over at her house again but didn’t see her this time. What had once been a well-cared-for home had fallen into disrepair. The yellow paint was faded and peeling, the white trim not looking much better. Her small yard, which she spent so much time tending, was now a dry mass of weeds.

A knock on the window scared the shit out of me and I couldn’t stop the startled noise that escaped. I clutched my chest and jumped, making the seat belt snap me back into my seat. 

“Son, you better get your butt in the house before your mom comes out here. You know she’s been waiting for you to get here all day,” my dad said as he leaned down closer to the window. 

“You scared the shit out of me,” I said to the still-rolled-up window.

“Language, now, get in the house before you piss her off.” He stood, and without a backward glance, walked toward the house. I was a miniature of my dad. Raymond Andral was a man who dealt in facts, and even though he’d loved his father and grandfather, the stories they told him of our family having the sight didn’t resonate with him. Descended from Haitian immigrants, my grandparents said our family brought the magic of Haiti with them to America. 

We might have brought the magic, but my dad was right: I didn’t want to piss off my mom. I climbed out of the car and jogged to catch up with him.

“Nice to see you too, old man,” I said with a laugh when I caught up to him. He faked a boxing move before looping his arm around my shoulders.

“Good to have you home, son. Too bad Miss Hattie wasn’t still here; she always loved your visits.”

I hummed my reply, not wanting to admit I’d just seen her. “Good to be home, Dad. What’s to eat?”

“Some things never change,” he mumbled as he took a seat on the couch.

“Mom? I’m home,” I yelled as I walked toward the kitchen.

“What’s all that fussing about?” she scolded, stirring something cooking in the Crock-Pot.

“Sorry, Mom, just announcing my arrival.” I hugged her and leaned over her shoulder, trying to get a glimpse of what smelled so good.

“Beef stew, I know you love it. I thought it’d be nice to have one of your favorites your first meal at home.”

“Thanks, Mom that sounds great. Hey, have you heard anything about what’s going on with Miss Hattie’s house?”

She moved to the oven and pulled out a baking sheet of homemade rolls. The smell made my mouth water, and for a moment I forgot about my question.

“No, baby, I heard a while back it was going to auction. Her lawyer was supposed to take care of it all, but I think they were selling it as is. I haven’t heard much more about it since then.”

I looked out the kitchen window in the direction of my old friend’s house, just as a guy appeared from inside and walked out to the old gray car I’d seen out front. He was tall, had dark blond hair, and was wearing jeans and a gray T-shirt. He opened the trunk and took out some boxes, then walked up to the front door, and after fumbling with the knob, swung the door open and disappeared inside.

“Mom, I’m gonna go to Miss Hattie’s place real quick,” I said, moving toward the front door.

“I thought you were ready to eat?” she said using her patented out-of-patience tone.

“I am”—I pressed a quick kiss to her cheek—“I’ll be right back.” I rushed out and jogged along the same short path I’d taken countless times, then stood outside the door and looked inside; the place was exactly the same as it was the last time I’d seen it. I heard some rummaging around in the back of the house but didn’t see anyone. No time like the present to meet the new neighbor. 








  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

TWO


New House





James

Moving day had finally come. All those years skipping vacation, saving every penny and living off Top Ramen, had finally paid off.  

I slid the key into the lock and swung open the door—my door. It was musty and the previous owner’s belongings were still here, but none of that mattered. I’d need to clean up and throw out most of the furniture and all of the personal possessions before I could move my own stuff in, but I could stay here while I did that. I’d given notice to my landlord—at the small apartment I’d lived in the past three years—that I’d be moving out at the end of the month. It just happened the sale went through a few days before the thirtieth.

I walked through the rest of the house, and even through all the doilies on the old sofa and the dead plants, I pictured what it could be. What I would make it into—my home. 

I was born James Michael McKinney thirty-four years ago. I never knew my parents and never had a home to call my own. Today that all changed. I now owned a three-bedroom, two-bath ranch house in a suburb of Sacramento. It was nearly fifty years old, needed a roof, and the plumbing was questionable, but it was mine.

The house had sold “as is” and sight unseen. It was a great price, and in my mind I’d imagined it would need to be gutted and fixed up. I had no idea that everything the previous owner possessed would still be in it, until the realtor gave me the key. 

I walked farther into the house and opened the door to what must have been the owner’s bedroom. It looked like an older woman had lived here; there were floral patterns on everything in a dusty rose color, and the curtains were tied back with silky cords that had dried roses gathered in them. 

“What the—?” I tried to control the shock, but the more I looked around, the more my heart sank. I had to do all this on my own, and the job of hauling all this shit away would take me weeks. And who knew how much it would cost. 

“I own my own home now.” I nodded my head to emphasize it; I was a homeowner, and one way or another I’d make it happen. Maybe some of this stuff would be worth money and I could sell enough of it to pay for hauling the rest away. That could work. I smiled to myself, glad I was able to pull myself out of my internal freak out. 

“Hello, anyone home?” someone called from the front of the house.

“Back here, give me just a second.” I walked back out to the front of the house to find a man who looked to be in his twenties with neatly cut dark hair and bright, curious eyes peeking in from the outer screen door. 

“Hello, sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you. I just wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood.”

“No bother, I was just realizing how much stuff is still here,” I said as I opened the screen door for him. He stepped inside, and the smell of clean man rose above the smell of the dank and dust in the room.

“I’m sorry”—I wiped my hand on my pants leg before offering it to him—“I’m James. I bought this house sight unseen, so I was just looking around at everything I’ll need to clear out before I can start working on the house.”

He shook my hand with a smile that was both warm and friendly, it seemed to wrap around me and ease some of my anxiety about the huge job ahead.

“Miss Hattie didn’t change her house very much. It’s still the same as it was when I was a kid.”

“Miss Hattie?” I asked.

“Oh, sorry. Yes, she was the previous owner.” He gazed around the space with a fond look that told of time spent here.

“What was your name?” I asked.

“Sorry, I got caught up in memories for second there. I’m Trey Andral, I grew up right next door. My parents still live there. I was a friend of Miss Hattie’s for most of my life.”

“I never knew anything about her. I just saw her name on the mortgage paperwork.”

“She lived here practically her whole life. Never had any kids, so I guess I kept her busy baking cookies for me. She was always ready to solve a mystery, so we played sleuth all summer long while I was on summer break.” 

He looked around the room thoughtfully, and where I saw old shit that didn’t belong to me, the gentle smile on Trey’s face told me everything here meant something to him.

“You’re welcome to take anything you’d like. I had no idea everything she owned would still be here. Did she have any family I could call who might want to check for something with sentimental value?” I watched as he wandered around the front room, touching a figurine or picking up a book—and smiling, always smiling.

“Nah, I have everything I need of Miss Hattie. I have so many good memories with her. We solved every neighborhood mystery we could sniff out. She had a knack of knowing when something was missing, or when someone needed help. We were always the first ones there on the job.”

“When did you see her last?” I asked, finding myself curious about both of them.

“It’s been a few months. She’d slowed down a lot the last few years, but she still seemed really young for her age.”

I looked around the room and tried to see it through his eyes again, but to me these were the belongings of a stranger—and a big job I didn’t know how to even begin.

“I’m home for a few weeks, I can help you clean the place out if you’d like,” he offered.

“Yeah? You wouldn’t mind that? I don’t want to take up your time at home.” I probably sounded desperate, and at the moment I was. He paused and glanced down before meeting my eyes again.

“I’d love to help. And I know Miss Hattie would expect me to. She had a way of not holding back her opinion without being pushy or rude.”

“I wish I’d known her, she sounds like a wonderful person,” I said, trying to stop thoughts of my childhood and not having a family from invading this nice moment.

“She was. When did you want to start?”

“I just walked in before you arrived. This is my first time actually being in the house; it was sold as is, and for a price I couldn’t pass up.”

He whistled his amazement and shook his head. “She must have made sure you were the one who bought this place,” he whispered under his breath.

“What was that?” I asked, wanting to be sure I’d heard him right.

“Nothing, sorry. I’d love to help. So when did you say you want to start?”

“Now?” I asked, looking around once more at the stuff, which seemed to multiply as we stood there talking.

He rubbed his hands together. “Let’s do this.”
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THREE


Come on Over





James

“Are you sure you don’t mind helping?” I asked, secretly hoping he didn’t mind, and wondering why he’d actually volunteered for what would be a big job. “I can’t really pay you.” 

“No problem, I’d feel awful if I didn’t help oversee removing all of Miss Hattie’s things. She would hate knowing this was still here. I think her lawyer was supposed to clean it up before he sold it.” He looked around and seemed to take note of the various items that were still here. 

“I really wish she had a relative who’d want to take at least some of this stuff.” I hadn’t had much that I could call my own in my lifetime, and the idea of throwing away another person’s lifetime of possessions didn’t sit well with me.

“No, she didn’t have anyone. But I bet she wouldn’t mind if you sold what you couldn’t use and kept what you liked.” He looked toward the back of the house with a sad smile. 

“Are you sure? I don’t have much, so anything I could use would really help.” He didn’t need to know I barely had any furniture and couldn’t afford to add more for a while. I walked into the kitchen and was surprised with how clean it still was.

“Miss Hattie would want you to use these things rather than throw them away. It would make her happy knowing you could use some of it,” he said from behind me. “She loved to cook, so you should have everything you need and then some.”

“Trey?” a woman’s voice called from the front door.

“Yeah, Mom, sorry, I got sidetracked.”

“Dinner is ready, now go ahead and invite your new friend to come join us.” Without a second glance, she walked back over toward her house.

“Your mom?” I asked.

“Yep,” he replied and rocked on his heels as he shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “You hungry?”

“I could eat.” I wasn’t lying, I’d been running around all day on a coffee and a cheese Danish from a 7-Eleven.

“Let’s go eat and we’ll come back after. I’ll help you as long as you want to work.”

“I have to stay here, so I’ll be working as late as I can every day until it’s all done,” I said.

Trey shrugged his shoulder and smiled at me. “I’m up for that. Come on, my mom will be pissed if she has to tell us twice.”

I followed him out the front door, locking up before walking over to his parents’ house. I hesitated for a moment, not used to strangers being so welcoming. Trey must have noticed my reluctance and bumped my shoulder with his as we stood outside.

“James, don’t worry, you’ll like them. They’re a little wacky but they’re good people. You’ll love living here.”

I ducked my head, overcome for reasons I didn’t want to think about, and when I found it too hard to speak, I nodded. “Thanks,” I finally choked out, then followed Trey inside the house.

“T, get in here, don’t keep your mom waiting,” a man’s voice called from a nearby room. 

“You mean don’t keep you waiting?” Trey yelled back and winked at me. “Don’t let him fool you, he’s just ready to dig in and Mom’s making him wait for us.” His smile was bright as he spoke, and I found it too contagious to not return.

I glanced around what I could see of the house. With two stories, it was much bigger than mine. It was also much cleaner, and a lot more modern. The smell of fresh-baked bread and another heavenly scent made my stomach growl, and Trey turned to me and laughed.

“Mom, we need to hurry up and feed the guy. He’s starving to death.” Trey patted me on the back, and I was both amused and mortified.

“Trey, leave that young man alone. You’re as bad as your father.” 

A woman in her fifties with graying hair and the same eyes as Trey’s walked up and pulled me into a hug. “Welcome. I’m Leah Andral, and this is my husband, Ray.” She kept her arm around me as she guided me past the sofa and into the dining room, where a man who looked like Trey would look a few years from now was holding a pot, his hands stuffed into a couple of oven mitts.

“What’d you say your name was?” he asked as he placed the pot down and pulled the mitts off.

“Oh, sorry. I’m James, James McKinney.” I held my hand out to him.

His hand nearly swallowed my own in his massive grip. “Pleased to meet you, James. Are you from around here?” he asked, and motioned for me to take a seat.

“I’ve lived in Sacramento for a while, been saving up to buy my own house, and this is where I ended up.”

“Well, good for you. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

“Thank you, sir.” 

He patted my arm from across the table and told everyone to help themselves to the array of food in front of us. I waited until both Ray and Leah had served themselves before I filled my bowl. “This smells so good.” 

Leah smiled and passed me the warm bread. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a home-cooked meal that I hadn’t made myself—and my version of home-cooked was either opening a can or microwaving a frozen dinner.

“So, what do you plan on doing with Miss Hattie’s house?” Leah asked.

I took a bite of the stew and barely contained my reaction; it was delicious. “I’m hoping to clear out a lot of the stuff that’s still in it. Then I’ll start remodeling and modernizing. I don’t have a lot of money to put into it, so I’ll be doing it by myself where I can.”

“Trey can help you, he’s got nothing to do for the next few weeks,” Ray said, and winked at Trey.

“I already volunteered. Don’t worry, I’ll stay busy while I’m home.” Trey locked eyes with his father before breaking the contact with a smile, and then concentrated on his food.

“He did, and believe me, there’s plenty for him to do. I’m not sure what to do with all the things left there, though. Doesn’t seem right to just throw it away.”

“Why don’t you gather up anything you’re not sure about and I’ll see if I can look up some of Miss Hattie’s friends, or maybe a long-lost relative? There has to be someone who would want her things,” Leah said. After taking a bite, she continued, “So, James, tell us more about where you come from,” and without going into too much detail, I told them how I had no family, and my dream had always been to own a house of my own. 

“Well, now your dream has come true,” Trey piped up with a smile.

That smile got me every single time—it was like a siren’s call I couldn’t ignore. His happiness and joy seemed to burst out of him, and it made me crave more of the same. Maybe this old house really could be the fresh start I wanted. If I put enough work into it, maybe I could do Miss Hattie justice, and even though she wouldn’t know it, I could show her respect by making the home she’d loved for years my own. 

That thought made me smile, and I looked up to see Trey giving me a lopsided grin. Yeah, I could do this.
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FOUR


Clearing the Cobwebs 





Trey

“I found some boxes in the back bedroom, maybe we could start packing up some of her personal items?” James asked. At first, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to throw away my friend’s belongings like none of it meant anything. Miss Hattie’d done some traveling through her life and had several items from different countries. Most of it was probably junk, but that didn’t matter if it had meant something to her.  

I was lost in thought and glanced toward the room James had mentioned—Miss Hattie was standing there with her arms crossed and an annoyed look on her face. To someone who didn’t know her, they’d think she was pissed off, but she wasn’t; it was just her way. She glided over to a side table that held a few keepsakes. I watched as she looked them over with a soft smile, then straightened up, shrugged her shoulders, and smiled. She didn’t care what we did with any of her possessions. I knew that for sure now. 
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