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The Stuart Manor was at the end of a long,
wooded driveway. The house had once been the mansion of the local
coal mine owner, but with the drop in value of coal the family had
moved on. For several years it had languished upon the housing
market, with several realtors all giving their best in hopes for a
big payday but coming up short in the end. The family grew
disinterested in the costs of maintaining the property and allowed
it to become overgrown in vines and weeds. Even the curious
townsfolk stopped coming out to see the place when a new realtor
decided to throw an open house.

When Dave Parks, the latest realtor to land
the unsellable relic of the town’s heydays received a call from a
woman to view the house, he’d just sighed to himself and crossed
off that day as a loss. The night before he drove out, taking a can
of WD-40 with him just to be sure that he would be able to get the
gates open before the appointment with a Ms. Alice Pryde. His hazel
eyes watched as the bright rust ran down the gates, loosened by the
lubricant. Truth be told, it had been a couple of years since he’d
entered it, and then only as a curious visitor to learn what all
the fuss was about. The previous realtor had told him of the
condition of the building only a couple of months prior and so he’d
not felt the need to enter it again, figuring he’d only be its
warden till another was chosen. By then he could move on to bigger
and better sales.

The next morning found Dave waiting outside
the gates, wondering if this Ms. Pryde would even bother to show.
Part of him hoped that she wouldn’t and let him have the chance to
salvage the rest of the day, and part of him was just curious what
sort of person would be interested in the oversized home. When a
recent model Volvo slowed down to stop in front of the gates he
knew he’d at least get to meet someone willing to give the old
place a shot. Out of the car stepped a woman he guessed to be in
her early 40’s dressed in beige slacks, a light lavender polo, and
low heels. She strolled up to the gate and gave him a polite
smile.

“Ms. Pryde, glad to see you made it.”

She nodded lightly to him, “And you as well
Mr. Parks. I wasn’t sure if you would be willing to come out and
show this place. It apparently has a bit of a reputation I’m told,
but where others seem wary that just means I might be looking at a
place I can get for a song. With that said though, I’d like to save
the small chat for inside of the building so if you would be so
kind?”

He nodded, noting that she wasn’t any
different from the way she talked on the phone. Straight to the
point. Perhaps he’d at least get the afternoon for more promising
work. Dave undid the padlock and pulled the chains holding the gate
together, paused for a moment, and then threw his weight against
the gates. The metal resisted for a moment, then the last bits of
rust gave way and the gates slowly creaked open. Stepping to the
side, he let Ms. Pryde drive onto the property then trotted to his
own vehicle and followed her in, up to the circle in front of the
building, wrapped around an empty fountain.

While she was investigating the structure of
the concrete fountain, he freed the key from the lockbox and
proceeded to open the building up. He snuck a peek into the house,
wanting to make sure that it didn’t look like anyone was squatting
there. Relieved to at least not at first find any signs of such, he
sighed a little bit of relief then turned towards his client.

“The house if open, so if you’d like to
follow me in Ms. Pryde?”

Into the foyer they walked, greeted first by
a long, curving stairway that went to the second floor. Above was a
dusty chandelier that reflected a little bit of the sunlight coming
through dirty windows. Dave pulled two flashlights out of his
pocket and offered her one.

“The power’s been out for a couple of years
now. It shouldn’t be more than a matter of having the company turn
it back on, but the family got weary of paying the bill.” When she
nodded at his words then began to inspect the fixtures of the room,
he turned his light on and peered down the hallways and up the
stairs, ever wary of the potential for a squatter, or worse,
someone cooking meth. A previous foreclosed house he’d once tried
to sell had a meth dealer cooking in the basement. That was not one
of his finer days.

Through the house they walked, occasionally
having to duck large cobwebs and pausing when she wanted to check
details further. Ms. Pryde never gave Dave much more than a nod or
shake of her head mixed with the occasional muttering to herself.
She was thorough, walking through each room in the house and being
sure to check out the ceilings, floorboards, and bases of walls.
When her attention was elsewhere, Dave would check his watch and
think wistfully of the opportunities he was missing by showing this
place. He was fairly certain there was no way that she would end up
wanting to take the old mansion.

Through the upstairs she went, demanding to
see the attic as well. When the springs of the attic door creaked
with lack of use and age, Dave braced for them to break and decided
to avoid even touching the ladder. Ms. Pryde on the other hand,
spritely stepped up the ladder and disappeared into the darkness.
Under the stairs he stood, listening to her walk around on what he
presumed was plywood floors and just hoping to not see her foot
come through the ceiling. When she finally came down, he breathed
out a sigh of relief, wondering just how he got wrapped up in
dealing with this place anyways. Oh yeah, too much ambition, he
reminded himself. And a few too many beers during the company
baseball outing.
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