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     Chapter 1

 

 

Voices could be heard through the front door, with two people’s conversation muffled by the thick oak and oval of fogged glass set in the center. A key slid into the deadbolt and when the handle turned, the hot, dry air of the mid-day desert blew into the house, disturbing the peace and dark shadows.

Charlie walked over the threshold with his best friend in tow. In unison, they took a deep breath of the freshly-varnished floors and newly-painted walls. Amelia stepped up next to him as both their eyes scanned the house that they’d only seen in pictures.

“It’s so cute!” Amelia squealed, a bright smile on her face. “And the open floor plan, I love it. This is so much nicer than your old place.”

They took two steps down into the living room, and Charlie glanced out the large windows that faced the street. Then they walked back up and passed the dining room on their way toward the kitchen in the back. The kitchen itself was separated by half of a vertical wall and boasted marble countertops that carried over to the island in the center. Wide windows gave a full view of the back yard, though that was fairly sparse.

“They were supposed to deliver the refrigerator yesterday,” Charlie said as he looked woefully at the empty space between the counter and stove. “I even left a key under the mat.”

“I’m sure it was just a small delay or something. Look, you even have a backyard,” Amelia said excitedly as she unlocked the sliding glass door. They went out on to the small back patio, and Amelia stepped down on to the pebbled yard that crunched underfoot.

She turned to look at Charlie, beaming up at him. “So, what do you think?”

“I think it looks even better than the pictures.”

 

• • •

 

Charlie walked up the driveway with a heavy cardboard box in his arms, panting as he went back into the house. Moving into a new home that was all his own for the first time had his stomach tied in happy knots. He shuffled over the polished wood floor to the kitchen and set down the box on the counter, ignoring the shadows in the corners of the ceiling that were a shade too dark. Then he breathed a sigh of relief when he released the box of dishes, and a bead of sweat rolled down the side of his cheek.

All around him, the house, which was as average as any other, was coming together. With each step, the house was brought to life. It was not just a house, he reminded himself, but a home. It was just him in his simple but glorious home. It was bigger than any other space he’d ever lived in, and he planned to live there for the rest of his life.

This was where he could put his shoes by the door and know he wouldn’t trip over them. It was where he didn’t have to worry about the trash overflowing, because he’d always take it out when it was full. He wouldn’t have to wait for the bathroom or get lectured for not making his bed. The house was all his, and he looked lovingly around until his thoughts were broken by the sound of movers in the driveway.

Boxes were labeled by which room they should go in, and the two movers carried the queen mattress upstairs, as well as some furniture. After that, Charlie went with them into the living room to instruct them about the exact position of the love seat and bookshelf.

His internet was connected, and in the late afternoon, a handyman showed up to affix his flat screen TV to the wall, as well as to check all the wall sockets throughout the house. He tightened or fixed them as he went, both upstairs and down.

Several boxes remained unpacked on the kitchen counter by the time Charlie went to bed. He barely had enough energy to put a fitted sheet on the mattress and toss a sheet over himself. The rest of the boxes could wait, he told himself, because he’d be useless in the morning if he didn’t get some sleep. Much to his surprise, he slept more soundly than he had in weeks.

On the second day in his new home, the real work began. Charlie systematically went room by room to unpack and organize. He stared downstairs in an effort to make his home as presentable as possible. First, he put all the books onto his bookshelf and pulled them all to the edge. Charlie also made sure to take the time to organize them alphabetically by the author’s last name. Next, he put the small potted bamboo plant he’d had since college on the coffee table in front of the love seat in the living room. He set up the two remote controls next to it, happy that there was an empty space on the table for him to put a cup of coffee, or maybe even a glass of wine if he had company.

Then he moved on to the kitchen and began to fill the cupboards. Plates, cups, and silverware were all tidily placed in their spots, exactly the way Charlie wanted it.

The entire process of packing had been grueling because of his roommates, who he’d barely had a relationship with. Living in a three-bedroom house with five people meant his things had been scattered all around. He’d had to fish out his plates from the bottom of the sink, and he’d even found one in the backyard being used as an ashtray. After weeks of packing that, if Charlie was honest with himself, began the day he started his freelance indexing business, he was finally seeing it pay off.

He’d never had a real home. Raised in a military household, Charlie moved around frequently in his childhood and never had many personal possessions. He realized that exact fact when he stared at a completely empty box of kitchen items, only to turn around and look at a half-full kitchen cabinet. Seven dinner plates, eight salad plates, and a full set of ten glasses were all stacked neatly. He frowned and decided that he’d have to get more dishes to fill the empty cabinets. Maybe he’d invest in some that were nicer than the ones he had, he thought.

“I could get a set of twelve,” Charlie muttered to himself. Then he turned back to unpack the other boxes on the island counter. He filled the cabinets closer to the floor with pots and pans and put the brand-new dish soap and cleaning products under the sink before he broke down the boxes. Then he went upstairs.

The spare bedroom lay empty except for a computer desk and chair. Charlie went down the hall as he observed the empty walls on either side and glanced up at the panel in the ceiling that led to the attic. He let his fingers trail over the beige paint and contemplated how to fill the space. So, Charlie pulled out his phone and texted Amelia. Because she was an interior designer, he asked her to help him find something tasteful but simple.

Wall art, duh, she teased as she texted him back almost immediately. He smiled at her suggestion, and then went to the bathroom to unpack his toiletries.

After that, Charlie took a break for lunch. As with any new home, there was nothing in the brand-new refrigerator that had finally been delivered. It was a purchase Charlie was proud to have made all by himself.

He dutifully filled the ice trays like any good homeowner, and stuck them back in the freezer. Then he went out to get food and pick up his cat that Amelia had been looking after, leaving the house for the first time since he’d set foot in it. His stomach felt like it was about to eat itself, and he was eager to find a nearby restaurant or a deli where he could get a sandwich.

Charlie closed the door and stuck the key in the deadbolt. He turned the lock and double checked it before he gingerly walked down the cement path in plain blue jeans and a short sleeve shirt. He left the house alone to settle around his newly-presented energy, furniture, and trinkets.

Without him, the house began to move. It awoke, like something in the back of your mind that you can’t help but think about, no matter how hard you try. A quiet rumbling rolled over the inside of the house as the new position of the furniture disturbed the previously empty space. Something rolled over the trinkets, past the potted plant on the coffee table, and under the dining room table. It swirled up the dust to taste the chandelier.

The house rumbled, it became unsettled, and the dust somehow seemed to fall in a different pattern. The house seemed to be a little less open and a little less warm as Charlie left for a while. Something from the cracks, so small and almost imperceptible before, had awoken. 




Chapter 2

 

 

A week had passed since Charlie moved in, and an invitation had been slipped into his mailbox from a nearby neighbor. Two houses down they were having a barbecue, and he was excited to be included, especially as a new neighbor. In return for the invitation, Charlie picked up some chips and salsa for the party.

There were still a few hours until the party, however, so he decided to take a nap. He’d already let Amelia know that the wingback chair she recommended he purchase was a bit too busy, but he’d gotten it anyway. It had a beige and blue floral pattern, which Charlie thought made it seem out of place. Amelia had assured him it was a “statement piece,” and, after all, he trusted her judgment on décor more than his own.

A book lay open in his lap, and his head was lolled off to the side against the wing of the chair as he napped. He was always susceptible to post-lunch drowsiness, especially after the morning caffeine wore off. His cat, a mixed breed made of orange and black stripes named Tango, also snoozed nearby on a corner of the rug that had sunlight.

Charlie slept lazily, enjoying the shut eye. He was still in his pajamas since there was no need to get dressed until he had to leave for the barbecue. His blond hair matched the champagne color of the patterned chair and everything in the house was still as the dust drifted downward.

The wood floors were still pristine, and there was a coat rack by the door. Hung on it was a single coat and scarf, with a beanie on the top peg. Over in the kitchen, the back door was locked, and the refrigerator chugged away nearly silently. A clock above the sink ticked away methodically.

Still Charlie snoozed on, unaware of what had come into his house, and of what brewed in his mental absence. It came out from the cracks, invisible and insidious. The dust that fell across the living room shone in the light, if you looked for it.

Suddenly everything stopped. If Charlie were awake and paying attention, he would see the dust particles freeze in midair. They spun slowly in place, though no longer falling. The entire house seemed to pause, including the clock in the kitchen.

Charlie twitched and inhaled deep as he awoke, like somewhere in his mind he sensed a disturbance in the house. Immediately, the dust began to fall again, and the clock started to tick, though it was a few seconds off. Charlie opened and closed his mouth a few times since he wasn’t quite ready to wake up, but his body willed him into it. Then he shifted in the chair, his neck a bit stiff from its position.

He settled again and remained for nearly a minute before he yawned. He stretched, arching his back and locking his fingers together as he raised them above his head. Then he opened his eyes as he slowly woke from one of the most peaceful naps he’d had in a long time. Immediately, his eyes were on Tango, his wonderful kitty cat who’d been with him through so much. Tango looked happy as he slept in the direct sunlight, and Charlie smiled warmly, before he looked down.

A frown crossed his face as he looked at the book in his lap; he’d crinkled the page he’d been reading. Right down the center, it was nearly folded in half. He lifted his hand and scolded himself for being so careless with a book from the library. So, Charlie flattened out the page, and thumbed over the crease as if he could undo the mark. Then he pulled out the bookmark from a previous page and let it drop in the center. He closed the book, stood up to stretch again, and put the book back down on the chair. Then he went upstairs to wash up, and around him, the house became tranquil again.

 

• • •

 

The barbecue was full of food and laughter. Several people from nearby homes had shown up, and it was clear that most people knew each other on some level. Charlie found a spot at a tall table where he could eat and sip a beer, though it wasn’t his favorite beverage. He was a bit too shy to strike up conversation, especially when everybody else seemed to already be talking to each other.

So, Charlie stuck close to the table with all the food and watched, a bit shamelessly, as the first person to take a chance on the chips and salsa he’d brought meandered over to his table.

The guy set down his drink hesitantly, “Hey, do you mind if I join you?”

“No, not at all,” Charlie muttered through half a mouth of food.

“Thanks,” he said before he set down his plate, and held out his hand. “I’m Adrian.”

Charlie swallowed hard so that he could speak up as he shook Adrian’s hand. “I’m Charlie, it’s nice to meet you.”

“I haven’t seen you around here before,” Adrian said, and something about the way he swayed his hips registered a blip on Charlie’s gaydar almost immediately.

“Oh, I just moved in a few houses down.”

“Was it the one that was on the market forever?”

“That’s the one, yeah,” Charlie agreed, drawn towards Adrian’s tan skin and dark eyes.

“So, how are you liking it?”

“It’s great actually,” Charlie said, his stomach doing a flip at the thought of his house. It was strange to feel so excited at the prospect of being at home.

“Really?”

“Yeah. I mean, I was living with roommates and that wasn’t a good situation. Now I’ve got my own place and it feels like there’s so much room.”

“I bet. Is it just you?” Adrian asked, crunching a chip.

“And my cat, Tango,” Charlie responded, beaming a bit.

“Aww, you’ve got a cat, that’s great.”

“Yeah, he’s a mixed short hair.”

“My boyfriend won’t let us get a cat,” Adrian confessed, and Charlie immediately slid his plate over so he could stand next to Adrian, instead of across the table. It was nice not to be the token gay at the party.

“That’s a shame, is he here with you?”

“Unfortunately, Joel couldn’t come because he’s showing a client around right now. He’s in real estate, so he’s always really busy.”

“I see. Do you get to go with him to see other people’s fancy houses?”

“Sometimes,” Adrian nodded. “I’m sure your house is fancy.” At that, Charlie couldn’t help but laugh before he took a sip of his drink.

“Hey, Adrian,” said a man who broke up their conversation, and he struck Charlie as odd because he was slightly overdressed for the occasion. He wore glasses and Charlie’s attention was drawn to the man, though he could see Adrian stiffen out of the corner of his eye.

“Charlie, this is Steve, he works at the library. Charlie just moved in next door,” Adrian said quickly as an introduction.

“Nice to meet you,” Steve said, and he shook Charlie’s hand. Charlie couldn’t help but feel a bit intimidated by his intense gaze, his piercing blue eyes seemed fixate on him like a hawk. But Charlie easily wrote it off as a personality quirk, since he was glad to have a chance to meet new people.

“You too. And that’s cool, that you work at the library. I was there just the other day to get my card and pick up some books,” Charlie said.

“That’s great! Yeah, I’ve been working there almost ten years.”

“And how is it?”

“Oh, I love it. I work at the reference desk, so I get all sorts of different questions. Having been there so long, I’m probably the most knowledgeable member of staff about our collection,” Steve bragged, a red plastic cup in his hand.

“I’m sure, yeah. Ten years at one place, that’s impressive.”

“It sure is. Although, I was born here so I’ve actually been going to my library since I was a toddler,” he said, taking a sip of the cocktail.

“Wow, that’s incredible!” Charlie said, and Adrian’s silence was resoundingly telling. “I never lived somewhere more than a few years growing up so I can’t even imagine what that’s like.”

“It’s fun, that’s for sure,” Steve said, obviously proud. “So, you live next door? I haven’t seen you around here before.”

“Technically, I live down the street.”

“In that house that was for sale?”

“Yep.”

“It’s good you bought it because it was vacant forever,” Steve said.

“And what do you do, Charlie?” Adrian interjected, and by the way he turned ever so slightly to focus the conversation on Charlie, he got the impression that Adrian and Steve weren’t friends.

Steve, too, seemed to pick up the hint, and didn’t cut into the conversation as he started to look around. He took another sip of his drink as his eyes wandered back to Charlie, and Charlie felt himself blush as he got the once over. The movement wasn’t lost on Charlie, though he chose to ignore it.

“Well, I guess you could call me a writer, but I’m actually an indexer.”

“An indexer? I’ve never heard of that. What’s that entail?”

“I take what people write and pick out the key words. Then I match them to other key words, and list them in the back of the book with page numbers and all that.”

“So, you actually write the index?” Adrian said, his smile matching his amazement.

“Yeah,” Charlie couldn’t help but smile, proud of his niche profession. He’d seen more than one person look at him that way.

“I’ll be right back,” Steve cut in, though his tone didn’t show even the slightest amount of interest. Then he meandered away, his exit just as abrupt as his introduction.

“That’s so fascinating!” Adrian said to Charlie excitedly, before he took a step closer and inclined his head in Charlie’s direction. He whispered, with a look of relief on his face. “And thank goodness, I thought he might talk to us all night.”

“You don’t like him?” Charlie asked, though he already knew the answer.

“No, he’s super weird. It’s something about the way he looks at you, ya know? Like he’s staring you down or something.”

“I noticed that.”

“And he’s always wants to talk about himself, so he never contributes to actual conversations.”

“Huh, well, I guess it’s good he walked away then,” Charlie said, but he wasn’t too sure. It’d been a long time since anybody had given Charlie more than a cursory glance. He filed that knowledge away and wondered if he’d see Steve at the library some time.

“You know, I never thought that there was somebody actually behind the index in, like, textbooks and stuff,” Adrian said, redirecting the conversations.

Charlie scratched the back of his neck, glad to go back toward a topic he knew more about. “I hear that a lot. I haven’t done textbooks yet though. I mostly do smaller, non-fiction stuff but I’m hoping to get a contract in the next few months that will get me closer to being able to index textbooks. That’s where the real money is,” he said, holding thumb to fore- and middle finger, and rubbing them together.

“That’s what it’s all about right? By the way, this salsa is amazing,” Adrian said after scooping up a gratuitous amount of salsa on to a small amount of chip. “Do you know who brought it?”

“I—well, I did,” Charlie said, blushing.

“You did? Well, you’ve got great taste. I’ve eaten a lot of salsa in my life and this brand is by far my favorite.”

“Really? I’ve never had it, but I guess I’ll get it more often,” Charlie said, satisfied with his new friend as he too scooped up some salsa on to a chip. “So, what do you do, Adrian?”

“Well, right now I’m enjoying being a househusband. Joel is the one who earns the big bucks,” Adrian said, stepping back so he could keep eating. Charlie felt like he’d already found a friend since he was now privy to some gossip, though unsure of what to do with that information.

“I stay at home most of the time because of my job, too. Do you like being at home, or do you get a little stir crazy?”

“I like it, yeah. I have a great group of friends who come over to do game nights, so I don’t get too bored.”

“Game nights? Like board games?”

“Yeah. To tell you the truth, I have a shameful amount of board games,” Adrian said as he leaned on the table, flashing his brilliant teeth at Charlie.

“No, that’s great! Getting away from electronics to play a game is great.”

“Yeah, we always have fun. Plus, I volunteer at our church, and I go to the farmers market on Saturdays, so it’s not bad being at home a lot. At least not for me.”

“Oh, is there a farmers market nearby?”

“It’s only a few blocks away, yeah,” Adrian said as he wiped his mouth, having finished off the last of his chips. “If you’d like, we can go together. I usually walk there, and sometimes Joel comes with me.”

“That sounds like a lot of fun. I guess we’d have to go early, huh? That way we can get some shopping done before it gets too hot out.”

“Definitely.”

Charlie and Adrian solidified their plans, and by the end of his drink, Charlie was ready to head home. He said his goodbyes, though he got Adrian’s phone number before he left. Then he made sure not to walk on the front lawn out of courtesy, even though the grass was mostly dead and brown.

When Charlie got back to the house, he felt very satisfied with the evening. Nobody had been going crazy with their drinking or playing obnoxiously loud music. Everyone had been civil, and the conversation had been good. He felt proud of himself for attending an adult event, or at least that’s how he would categorize it. It made him feel like a productive member of society, especially being able to come back to a tidy house.

Once inside, everything was the same. Nothing was moved or out of place, except for Tango who meowed hungrily from the kitchen. He mulled around his food dish, impatiently weaving back and forth. Charlie smiled happily and locked the door behind himself before he went to the kitchen to get Tango some dinner. The house was quiet and still, unmoving.

 

• • •

 

The following morning brought a welcome silence to Charlie’s life. He decided to go out into the back yard and start to plant a garden in order to add a bit of texture to the yard. He went along one line of the fence and started by clearing away some of the pebbles. Then he lined the area with larger rocks to create a barrier.

He shoveled out dirt from the dry cracked earth, and a few feet away were several cacti in little plastic pots that waited to be planted. But the earth was hard to dig, and for a moment Charlie debated giving up, or buying a pickaxe. Instead, he continued as he jumped on the top of the shovel several times to push it deeper into the ground. The digging got easier after the first inch or so, when the ground softened.

Charlie layered some plant food on the bottom of each hole, and then put the plants in their new home. He ignored the fact that if anybody looked over the fence, they might raise an eyebrow at the bright pink gardening gloves that Amelia had given him as a housewarming gift. He didn’t particularly like the color, but he had to wear something to protect his hands during this grueling task.

His brow was covered in sweat as he sat on his knees where he’d cleared away more stones so he wouldn’t be kneeling on rocks. Charlie put his hands on the tops of his thighs as he panted, the heat starting to get to him, and he knew he should have started earlier.

Suddenly, he felt something over his shoulder, like a pull to turn around and look at the house. Thinking nothing of it, Charlie looked back at his tall, plain house. It was only after he’d turned that he realized he wasn’t sure why he’d looked back at it. Charlie wasn’t particularly fond of the exterior coloring of it in any way, and he was deep in thought only seconds before, until he’d felt the urge to look back at it.

Behind the sliding glass door of the kitchen sat Tango, his ears perked up and face turned in Charlie’s direction. Tango stared right back for a few seconds, before he settled back down. Charlie liked to think that Tango took after him, ignoring the fact that house cats tended to sleep most of the time. Maybe that’s what it was, Charlie thought to himself. Perhaps he and Tango were so connected that he knew when the cat had woken up to watch Charlie.

Shrugging off the feeling, Charlie turned back around, though by now the heat was killing him. He decided to finish this task as quickly as possible. Once the plants were nicely covered in dirt, and he’d put the shovel away in the small shed on the side of the house, he watered the cacti briefly before he pulled off the gloves, and haphazardly left them on the railing of the small back porch.

Then he retreated indoors where it was much cooler, and he noticed that Tango had moved. Charlie sighed with relief as the central air conditioning clicked on, and he moved through the kitchen to get himself a glass of water. He wanted to lower the temperature of the air conditioning, but he was also dreading the electricity bill, so he left it at seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit.

Charlie filled a glass under the filtered tap and took several big gulps before he let out an exhausted sigh. He felt better almost immediately and went to muss up the back of his hair before he stopped himself, since he knew he’d find a gratuitous amount of sweat there. Charlie held the glass in his hand as he looked out at the yard, and nothing stirred, though he figured most animals had probably settled in underground for a long day of triple digit heat. As he scanned the yard through the glass windowpane, his eyes settled on something.

He squinted before he took two steps to the side and leaned forward. Right there on the glass, it looked like somebody had fogged it with their breath. The condensation was slowly dissipating, and within seconds it was gone. But in its wake was a barely visible round circle, like lips had been pressed to the glass. Charlie put down his glass of water.

“Ewww,” he said to himself. Then he reached for the sponge in the sink and rinsed it under the faucet for a few seconds before he wiped away the mark. He figured it had to be from one of the movers who’d literally put their lips on the glass of Charlie’s kitchen window. He made a mental note to delete their number from his phone, since he didn’t want to have any perverts helping him in the future. The traces of the mark disappeared as Charlie wiped down the window, and once he put the sponge back in the sink, he reached underneath it to get out some glass cleaner. He had every intent of keeping the house tidy.




Chapter 3

 

 

Both sides of the street were closed down for the farmers market, and stalls were set up side-by-side to create two rows. The amount of fresh fruit and vegetables was sparse because it was the middle of summer, but Adrian and Joel were still able to find a good assortment to last the week.

As for Charlie, he was drawn to a stall that sold organic pet treats. He purchased a variety of flavors for Tango, before they continued to browse both rows of stalls. By the end of their short trip, it had gotten too hot for them to continue, so they decided to have an early lunch.

Charlie was consistently surprised that he wasn’t made to feel like a third wheel with Joel and Adrian. He was glad they’d included him and found it easy to chat as they waited in line at a food truck parked at the end of the market.

“You have to try the tacos de nopales,” Adrian said excitedly, a reusable bag draped over his shoulder.

“The what?” Charlie asked.

“It’s cactus tacos,” Joel translated easily as he read the menu posted on the side of the truck.

“Cactus tacos?” Charlie said skeptically.

“Yeah, they’re topped with pico de gallo, it’s that chunky salsa. They’re really good, and not too spicy either,” Adrian said, trying to convince Charlie.

Charlie thought about it, and he was worried about ending up with a mouth full of needles. As if Adrian could read his mind, or perhaps because he saw the worry on Charlie’s face, he spoke up. “They take the prickles off and skin them, so there’s no needles or anything.”

“Oh. Well, I do like the chunky salsa stuff. I guess I could try it.”

“Yeah?” Adrian asked, sounding surprised.

“Sure, why not?”

“Great!” Adrian said excitedly. “I’ll get pollo, that way if you hate it, we can switch.”

“That sounds good,” Charlie nodded, still unsure of whether he should have agreed to this or not. But he hardly had time to change his mind because the line went quickly, and soon they’d put in their order. Charlie shyly thanked Joel for paying for them while Joel pulled off the sports jacket that he wore.

They took a seat at a makeshift picnic table, and Joel unbuttoned the top of his shirt along with his cuffs as they huddled under the shade. “I have a showing to do after this, so I guess it’s good we’re doing an early lunch.”

“Definitely,” Charlie agreed as he sipped on a soda, the flavor of which he couldn’t identify. Then he spoke up, curious to learn more about Joel. “So, Joel, what’s some of the weirdest homes you’ve seen?”

“The weirdest? Hmm, I’m not sure if there’s been a weird home,” he said, contemplating. Joel was a stern man with worry lines on his face from his stressful job, but he seemed attentive to Adrian as they sat close together on one side of the table.

“Oh, what about that one that was haunted?” Adrian chimed in as he set their bag down on the bench.

“Well, that’s up for debate. There was one where the homeowners thought it was haunted. It was a gorgeous mid-century, art deco type of house; four bedrooms, three and a half baths. They claimed it was haunted, but I never experienced anything while I was there.”

“Really? Not even like, weird voices or anything?” Charlie asked.

“Nah. It seemed like a solid house to me. The family I sold it to seemed happy, and they never called me to tell me about anything going on. So, I’m guessing it was the previous owners who forgot where they put their keys or left the television on or something.” Joel said it as a matter of fact.

To his surprise, the tacos Charlie received were actually quite good. Unfortunately, they had to eat quickly because of the rapidly soaring temperature. The air conditioning of Joel’s car was a relief as they all piled in, bags placed in the trunk before they left the farmers market before noon.

Adrian and Joel dropped Charlie off at home, and he thanked them for the ride. He ran from the car to the house because of the sweltering heat, and once inside, he was grateful for the shelter his house provided, though he knew it wouldn’t be long until he was sweating again.

Charlie closed the door, locked it, and walked quietly through the hallway with a reusable shopping bag slung over his shoulder. He set it on the island in the kitchen, and it promptly fell over, and spilled out a few contents.

Then Charlie paused, because he could feel something. It was the same something he’d felt in the garden, like a pull to go look, however this time it was toward the dining room. He turned to look, part of the dining table visible from where he stood. But still, something pulled him toward it.

Charlie gave in to that feeling and walked back through the hallway to look around. Nothing was out of place, not that there was much to be out of place in the dining room anyway; he didn’t even have a hutch yet for a set of nice dishes that he still had to buy.

This is stupid, he thought to himself. Charlie was far too rational to be suspicious of a space he didn’t make use of often enough. He believed in only the world he could see and touch. He didn’t have time to play mind games with himself, so Charlie turned back to the kitchen.

A few seconds later, Tango showed up to sniff his food bowl. Charlie cooed down at him, “You can’t still be hungry, I gave you breakfast only a few hours ago.” Despite the chiding, Charlie pulled out a bag of cat treats he’d purchased, and poured out a few on the floor. Immediately, Tango went to investigate.

 

• • •

 

Upstairs, Charlie lay fast asleep. His room was fully unpacked, and he’d even put some small trinkets on top of the dresser. The art in the hallway was propped up against the walls since he hadn’t gotten around to hanging it yet. The bedroom had always been his innermost sanctuary; it was a place he could escape to and be alone.

That sanctuary had been broken in his old apartment, not only because of his roommates, but because of a nearly debilitating bout of sleep paralysis. He’d never been a sound sleeper, but it had gotten to a breaking point, and he hadn’t realized how little he’d slept in the weeks before he moved out, until he was able to sleep without being bothered. Alone in his own space, Charlie was soundly planted in dreamland.

Tango was curled up next to him, taking up the space behind Charlie’s knees as he lay on his side. Tango purred in his sleep as per usual, his tiny tummy rising and falling as he breathed. The large bed boasted a light blue comforter and white sheets that were freshly washed and changed. Even now when nobody was telling him to make his bed every morning, Charlie still did it. He even made sure to do hospital corners so that he could feel tucked in for a good night’s sleep.

Abruptly though, Charlie awoke. His eyes remained closed, as immediately he felt a headache from being awake so quickly. He didn’t have any of that fog rolling around in the back of his brain that might cushion him and tempt him back into his sleep cycle. Slowly, Charlie rolled over on to his back, before he opened his eyes hesitantly.

Relief washed over him and he sighed into the quiet night as he closed his eyes again. Despite being awake, the Horror, as he’d coined it, wasn’t paralyzing him. As a test however, Charlie lifted his hand out of the sheets, and he balled it up into a fist a few times. Charlie was glad he’d only awoken to his very real room, and not a monstrous beast snarling in his face. As soon as he imagined it, Charlie pushed the image away because that was the last thing he needed to think about right now. Instead, he tried to convince himself to fall back asleep as he let his mind wander.

Charlie was almost successful and could feel himself beginning to float off to sleep when a distinct noise in the house made his eyes snap open. He was shocked awake at the sound of somebody moving around downstairs. It sounded like he’d heard a roommate come home, who was failing at trying not to wake him.

Immediately, Charlie was up and out of bed. The instincts Charlie’s father had fostered in him from the time he was a young boy kicked in, and since he’d been raised in a military household, Charlie always had firearms. Tango woke up as the sheets were tossed over him and he lifted his head in confusion, which created a small bulge in an otherwise flat bed.
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