
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Eternal Abstinence

        

        
        
          Greg Miller

        

        
          Published by Greg Miller, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ETERNAL ABSTINENCE

    

    
      First edition. January 11, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Greg Miller.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230620372

    

    
    
      Written by Greg Miller.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For my friends in recovery

      

    


PROLOGUE

––––––––

[image: ]


THE TOWN OF ELDERMERE sat cradled in the lap of a valley, hemmed in by rolling hills that turned a blazing tapestry of ochre, crimson, and gold every autumn. From afar, it seemed painted by the deft hand of a master artist, its neat rows of Colonial-style homes and narrow cobblestone streets glowing under a canopy of sugar maples and oaks. The church steeple, stark and white against the blaze of foliage, rose like a needle stitching together the town’s patchwork soul. Eldermere was a postcard, a calendar spread for the month of October, a whisper of Americana preserved in amber.

At first glance, it was perfect. The air was crisp, carrying the faint tang of wood smoke and the earthy sweetness of fallen leaves. Children in bright jackets laughed and squealed as they chased each other through leaf piles. Shopkeepers swept their stoops, pausing now and then to wave at passersby. The diner on Main Street—Charlie’s Griddle—boasted the best pumpkin pie in Vermont, or so the sign claimed in cheery orange letters. Life seemed to move at just the right pace in Eldermere: not too fast, not too slow, like a clock wound by a careful hand.

But step closer—not too close, mind you—and you might start to notice the cracks in the veneer.

The first thing you’d sense is the quiet, a quiet that seemed a little too deep, like a pond with no ripples. It wasn’t the kind of quiet that soothes; it was the kind that pricks at the edge of your awareness, like the silence after someone tells a lie. The wind through the trees whispered in a language you couldn’t quite understand, and the laughter of the children seemed to echo in ways it shouldn’t. If you stood still long enough, you might feel the faint hum beneath your feet, a low vibration that seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere at once.

Take the houses, for instance. At a distance, they were immaculate: pristine white clapboards, dark green shutters, and porches with rocking chairs that creaked pleasantly in the breeze. But if you dared to walk up to one, you’d notice the imperfections. A shingle slightly out of place, a crack in the foundation that looked like it might have been there for decades, or a shadow flitting past a window when no one was supposed to be home. The rocking chairs often moved when there was no wind, their rhythmic squeak carrying a strange, almost conversational tone.

The streets, though picturesque, had their own quirks. Cobblestones glistened as if perpetually wet, even on the driest days. Streetlamps, tall and wrought iron, flickered erratically at dusk, casting shadows that seemed to stretch a little too far, linger a little too long. And then there were the alleyways—narrow, crooked things that didn’t appear on any map. Sometimes, you’d see a cat dart into one and never come out. Occasionally, late at night, a low, melodic hum would emanate from them, a sound that made even the bravest souls quicken their step.

The townsfolk, too, had their peculiarities. At first blush, they were the kind of people you’d expect to find in a place like Eldermere: friendly, warm, salt-of-the-earth types who called you “honey” or “bud” even if they’d just met you. But there was something about their smiles. They were too wide, too fixed, like masks that might slip if you looked too closely. And their eyes—oh, their eyes. They had a way of locking onto yours just a beat too long, as if searching for something only they could see.

Take old Mrs. Abernathy, for instance. She’d been baking her famous apple pies for as long as anyone could remember, and her kitchen window always smelled of cinnamon and cloves. But rumor had it she hadn’t bought apples in years. Or Sheriff Denton, who’d wave and tip his hat from his patrol car, but whose radio never seemed to play anything but static. And then there was Father Calloway, who’d preach fire and brimstone on Sundays and be seen wandering the cemetery late at night, muttering prayers that didn’t sound like anything from the Bible.  

Night was when Eldermere truly changed. The transition was subtle at first: the golden hues of the sunset giving way to an indigo that seemed darker than it should be, the stars oddly dim, as if veiled. The wind picked up, carrying whispers that sounded suspiciously like voices. Streetlamps cast halos of light that barely pushed back the encroaching darkness. By the time the clock struck midnight, the town felt like a completely different place, a shadow version of itself.

Shutters closed and doors locked promptly at dusk. You wouldn’t find anyone strolling the streets after dark, not even the bravest teenagers looking for mischief. Yet if you peered out your window, you’d see movement. A figure darting across the square, a shadow slipping between trees, or—if you were unlucky—a pair of eyes glinting in the gloom. Occasionally, there’d be a faint knock at a door, so soft it could almost be the wind. No one ever answered. Those who had, even once, weren’t around to talk about it.

The cemetery—Old Hollow—was the beating heart of the town’s unease. By day, it was a quaint place, its gravestones covered in moss and framed by weeping willows. But by night, it became something else entirely. The ground seemed to breathe, rising and falling ever so slightly. The elaborately fashioned gates creaked, even when there was no wind. And sometimes, if you stood close enough, you’d hear the faintest of sounds—a sigh, a groan, or the soft crunch of leaves where no one was walking.

Eldermere’s history was long and tangled, like the roots of its oldest trees. Founded in 1793, it had survived wars, fires, and the slow creep of modernity. Yet there were gaps in its story, years that seemed to disappear from the records. People whispered about the “Lost Days,” a stretch of time in the late 1800s when no births were recorded, no letters sent, and no one who left ever came back. The town’s oldest residents dismissed it as nonsense, though their eyes always darted away when they said it.

There were legends, of course. Every town has them. Tales of witches burned on the outskirts, of a well in the woods that swallowed children whole, of a strange fog that rolled in every hundred years and lingered for thirteen days. But in Eldermere, the legends felt less like stories and more like warnings. The kind you whispered to your children in the dead of night, hoping they’d forget but knowing they wouldn’t.

Eldermere was beautiful, yes. But beauty, as they say, is only skin deep. Beneath its polished surface, something old and restless stirred, a presence as much a part of the town as its cobblestones and clapboards. It was in the hum of the earth, the flicker of the streetlamps, the too-wide smiles of its residents. And though it had no name, everyone in Eldermere felt it, lived with it, and—whether they admitted it or not—feared it.

So, if you ever find yourself passing through, take your time. Admire the foliage, taste the pumpkin pie, and breathe in the crisp autumn air. But don’t linger too long. Because in Eldermere, the closer you look, the more you’ll see. And some things, once seen, can never be unseen.
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Chapter 1
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JIM TENEBAUM’S DUFFEL bag sat at his feet, slouched and tired like its owner, as he waited for the orderly to finalize his discharge papers. The beige walls of the inpatient facility seemed to close in around him, their sterile neutrality a reminder of the past six weeks he’d spent scraping together the pieces of his shattered life. He’d learned a lot in here, sure—coping mechanisms, triggers, the importance of taking it one day at a time—but the thought of stepping outside those double glass doors felt like someone had just handed him a grenade with the pin already pulled.

Thirty-eight years old, and Jim Tenebaum’s life was a catalog of close calls and hard lessons never quite learned. He’d always been good at making a mess of things, but he’d also been surprisingly adept at pulling himself out of the wreckage—at least until recently. Two years ago, he’d been riding high on a wave of sobriety, three years strong. He’d landed a solid job as an aerospace machinist, a role that required precision, focus, and a steady hand. Jim had a knack for it, too. There was something satisfying about watching raw metal transform under his guidance, something almost alchemical about turning blocks of titanium into parts that would one day help planes soar through the sky.

The job came with good benefits, including a health insurance plan that most people would kill for. It was the kind of stability Jim had never known growing up. His childhood had been a carousel of disappointments, with a father who treated whiskey like a religion and a mother whose greatest trick was disappearing for days at a time. For a while, sobriety had felt like a superpower. He’d started to believe he could outrun his demons.

Then came Jeanine.

She’d waltzed into his life with a sharp wit and a smile that could stop traffic. They’d met at a neighborhood barbecue, of all places, and before long, she was a fixture in his world. Jim had thought she was his happy ending, the missing piece in his puzzle. He’d imagined a future with her—kids, a house, maybe even a dog. But the future has a way of pulling the rug out from under you just when you start to think you’ve got it figured out.

He still remembered the sound of the door clicking open that day, the way the laughter from the living room had stopped him cold. Jeanine’s voice, low and flirty, mingling with a man’s laugh that wasn’t his. The sight of them on the couch—her legs draped over the stranger’s lap like they belonged there—had been a gut punch Jim hadn’t seen coming. He didn’t say a word. Just turned around, grabbed his keys, and left.

He ended up at O’Toole’s, a dive bar he’d avoided for years. That night, Jameson had been a more forgiving companion than Jeanine. One drink turned into two, then three, then... well, Jim stopped counting. That one night became a week. Then a month. Then six months of spiraling back into the bottle he’d sworn off. By the time he checked himself into rehab, his life was hanging by a thread.

The job had been his lifeline. Somehow, despite his best efforts to self-destruct, he’d managed to keep it. His boss, a gruff but fair man named Hank, had given him a second chance. “You’re good at what you do, Tenebaum,” Hank had said, “but don’t make me regret sticking my neck out for you.” It was the closest thing to a vote of confidence Jim had ever gotten, and he wasn’t about to waste it.

The facility’s social worker had been the one to suggest sober living as the next step. “Reintegration,” they called it, though Jim couldn’t help but think of it as adult daycare. He’d balked at first, imagining dingy dormitory-style housing with peeling paint and roommates who snored like chainsaws. But then he’d remembered his insurance. Private plan, top-tier. The kind of coverage that opened doors other people didn’t even know existed.

After some research, he’d found a place that felt almost too good to be true: Willow Creek Sober Living, nestled in the forested hills of Vermont, in a little town called Eldermere. The photos online showed a sprawling Victorian house with wraparound porches, manicured gardens, and rooms that looked more like a boutique hotel than a rehab facility. It was the kind of place that promised tranquility, the kind of place where a man could hear himself think. And being autumn, Jim figured Vermont wasn’t the worst place to start over.

The orderly returned with his paperwork, breaking Jim out of his reverie. “All set,” she said, handing him a clipboard and a pen. “Just sign at the bottom, and you’re good to go.”

Jim scrawled his name, his signature jagged and uneven. He’d spent the past few weeks learning to live with himself, but the idea of stepping into a new place, with new people and new expectations, tied his stomach in knots. Still, he reminded himself, this wasn’t the first time he’d started over. He was a survivor, if nothing else.

The facility’s van was waiting for him outside, its engine idling. The driver, a cheerful guy named Mike, helped him load his duffel into the back. “You’re gonna love this place,” Mike said as they pulled away from the curb. “It’s quiet, peaceful. Good folks, too. They’ll help you get back on your feet.”

Jim nodded, though he wasn’t sure he believed it. He stared out the window as the van wound its way north, the landscape shifting from urban sprawl to rolling hills painted in autumn’s fiery palette. The farther they drove, the more he felt a strange sense of both dread and anticipation. Eldermere sounded like the kind of place where he could find his footing again. But deep down, a small, nagging voice whispered that he’d better watch his step.

As the van climbed a winding road into the hills, Jim caught his first glimpse of Eldermere. It was just as the photos had promised: a quaint, picturesque town straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting. But as they passed the sign welcoming them to town, something about the way the shadows stretched across the pavement made Jim’s skin prickle.

He shook it off. He was here for a fresh start, not ghost stories. And for the first time in a long time, Jim Tenebaum was determined to get it right.

—————
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THE VAN ROLLED SLOWLY through Eldermere’s narrow streets, its tires crunching on gravel as Mike pointed out the town’s landmarks. The air was crisp, carrying the faint scent of wood smoke, and the trees lining the road were ablaze with autumn’s finest hues. Jim leaned his head against the window, taking it all in. It was hard to feel anxious in a place like this. The town looked like it had been plucked straight from a postcard.

“That’s the general store,” Mike said, gesturing to a weathered building with a hand-painted sign that read “Turner’s Mercantile.” “Been around since the 1800s. They’ve got the best cider donuts in Vermont, bar none.”

“I’ll have to give ‘em a try,” Jim replied. His voice sounded lighter than he’d expected—almost cheerful. Maybe this place really was what he needed.

“And over there’s the library.” Mike nodded toward a stately brick building with ivy climbing its walls. “Used to be a meeting hall back in the day. They say it’s haunted, though.”

Jim smirked. “Oh yeah? Haunted by who?”

“Depends on who you ask,” Mike said with a chuckle. “Some say it’s the ghost of the town founder, Silas Eldermere. Others swear it’s the librarian who worked there for fifty years and dropped dead at her desk. Either way, the locals claim you can hear pages flipping late at night when nobody’s around.”

Jim let out a low whistle. “That’s a hell of a story. Got any more like that?”

Mike grinned. “Plenty. This place is full of ‘em. Eldermere’s got a history, you know? Used to be a big logging town back in the 1800s. Made a fortune off the trees in these hills. But when the timber ran out, things got... strange.”

“Strange how?” Jim asked, genuinely intrigued.

“Oh, the usual small-town legends,” Mike said, his tone casual but his eyes flicking toward the rearview mirror as if to gauge Jim’s reaction. “Disappearances, weird lights in the woods, that kind of thing. They say some of the old families got mixed up in... well, let’s just call it unconventional stuff. Rituals, secret societies, you name it. Most of it’s probably just stories, but every town needs its boogeymen, right?”

Jim laughed. “Right. Nothing like a little folklore to keep things interesting.”

As they drove deeper into the heart of town, the buildings thinned out, replaced by dense woods that seemed to close in around the road. The trees here were older, their gnarled branches forming a canopy overhead. Jim watched the shadows dance across the van’s dashboard, the light filtering through the leaves in fractured patterns. It was beautiful, sure, but there was something about it that made his skin crawl.

“You okay back there?” Mike asked, glancing at him.

“Yeah,” Jim said quickly, shaking off the feeling. “Just taking it all in. You weren’t kidding about this place being different.”

Mike nodded, his expression thoughtful. “You’ll get used to it. Most folks do. Eldermere’s a good place to start over, you know? Quiet, friendly... mostly. And hey, if you’re into history, you’ll have plenty to keep you busy.”

“History’s not really my thing,” Jim admitted. “But I’ve got nothing but time, so who knows? Maybe I’ll pick up a book or two at that haunted library of yours.”

They both laughed, and for a moment, the tension in Jim’s chest loosened. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

But then he saw it. A figure standing at the edge of the road, just beyond the tree line. It was a woman, her long hair tangled and dark, her dress billowing slightly in the breeze. She wasn’t waving or trying to flag them down; she was just standing there, perfectly still, watching as the van passed. Jim turned his head to get a better look, but when he glanced back, she was gone.

“Did you see that?” he asked, his voice sharper than he’d intended.

“See what?” Mike asked, frowning.

“There was someone back there. A woman. By the trees.”

Mike slowed the van slightly, peering into the rearview mirror. “Didn’t see anything. Probably just your eyes playing tricks on you. The shadows can do that out here.”

Jim nodded, though he wasn’t convinced. He turned back to the window, his reflection staring back at him. Maybe it was nothing. Or maybe the stories about this place weren’t just stories after all.

The van took a sharp turn, and Mike slowed down. “We’re almost there,” he said. “Willow Creek’s just up ahead. You ready for this?”

Jim took a deep breath, steadying himself. “Yeah,” he said. “I’m ready.”

—————-
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THE WROUGHT-IRON GATE of Willow Creek Sober Living creaked open as the van rolled onto the gravel driveway. The house loomed ahead, a sprawling Victorian relic with faded white paint peeling in curling strips from its clapboard siding. The photos on the website had suggested charm—ivy-draped porches and sun-dappled gardens. In person, it looked tired, like a matron who had long since grown weary of playing hostess. Still, Jim Tenebaum had seen worse. Much worse.

Mike cut the engine and slapped the steering wheel with his palm. “Here we are. Home sweet home.”

Jim climbed out of the van and slung his duffel over his shoulder. The crisp Vermont air carried the scent of damp leaves and fresh pine. His boots crunched against the gravel as he followed Mike up the creaking porch steps, the sound echoing like a gunshot in the stillness.

The front door opened before they reached it, and a woman stepped out. She was tall and willowy, with sharp features softened only slightly by the cascade of auburn hair that framed her face. She wore a cardigan over a floral dress, the kind of outfit that tried too hard to be welcoming.

“You must be Jim,” she said, extending a hand. Her grip was firm, businesslike. “I’m Lori. Intake coordinator. Welcome to Willow Creek.”

“Thanks,” Jim said. He glanced over her shoulder into the house. The foyer was dimly lit, the wood-paneled walls giving it the feel of a hunting lodge. A grandfather clock stood sentinel in one corner, its pendulum swinging with a slow, deliberate tick.

“Come on in,” Lori said, stepping aside. “Let’s get you settled.”

The next several hours were a blur of forms and formalities. Lori handed him a clipboard thick with paperwork, and Jim sat at a scarred oak table in what she called “the common room” to fill it out. The room was sparsely furnished: a few mismatched chairs, a threadbare sofa, and a television mounted on the wall that looked like it hadn’t worked in years. A painting of a pastoral landscape hung crookedly above the mantel, its frame tarnished and dull.

When the paperwork was done, Lori led him to the kitchen for the obligatory drug test. The kitchen was functional but uninspired, its linoleum floor curling at the edges. A faint smell of overcooked cabbage lingered in the air. Jim took the cup she handed him and disappeared into the bathroom down the hall, emerging a few minutes later with the requisite sample. Lori tested it on the spot, nodding in approval when the results came back clean.

“All right,” she said, “let’s get you to your room.”

The second floor of Willow Creek was a maze of narrow hallways and creaky floorboards. Jim’s room was at the end of one such hallway, a small but serviceable space with two twin beds, a shared dresser, and a single window that looked out onto the woods. His roommate wasn’t there, and Lori offered no explanation other than a vague assurance that he’d meet him soon enough.

“You’ll have a chance to personalize the space if you want,” she said, gesturing to the walls, which were bare save for a few peeling posters left behind by previous tenants. One depicted a motivational quote over a mountain range: “The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” Jim snorted.

Back downstairs, Lori went over the rules. They were thorough, bordering on draconian, but Jim wasn’t surprised. Places like this ran on structure.

“Curfew is before the sun goes down,” Lori said, tapping her pen on the clipboard for emphasis. “Doesn’t matter the time of year. Just make sure you’re in this house before dark. First two weeks, you can go into town after group sessions, but only with a buddy. After that, you’re free to go out on your own, provided you’re back before curfew.”

Jim raised an eyebrow. “Why the curfew?”

Lori’s expression didn’t waver. “It’s non-negotiable.”

He decided not to press her.

“We do random drug tests and room searches,” Lori continued. “Meal times are at 7 a.m., 12 p.m., and 6 p.m. sharp. No food in the rooms. Laundry’s your responsibility—machines are in the basement, and it’s first come, first served. Visitors are allowed on weekends with prior approval. Any questions?”

“Nope,” Jim said, stifling a yawn. He was exhausted, both physically and mentally. The day had been long, and the idea of collapsing onto one of those lumpy twin beds was starting to sound appealing.

“Good,” Lori said, snapping her clipboard shut. “Take some time to settle in. Dinner’s in an hour.”

She left him in the common room, and Jim wandered to the window, peering out at the yard. A weathered gazebo stood in the center, its paint flaking off in patches. Beyond that, the woods stretched out like a sea of shadows, the trees swaying gently in the breeze. He thought of the figure he’d seen earlier, the woman by the roadside. The image lingered in his mind, unsettling and unresolved.

Jim turned away and glanced around the room. On one wall, a corkboard was pinned with photos and notes: group outings to local landmarks, reminders about sobriety milestones, and a cheerful flyer advertising “Willow Creek Alumni Day.” Next to it, a bookshelf sagged under the weight of self-help manuals and paperback novels, their spines cracked from use.

He sighed and sank into one of the armchairs, his duffel bag still at his feet. Willow Creek wasn’t exactly the sanctuary he’d imagined, but it wasn’t the worst place he’d been, either. He closed his eyes and let himself relax, just for a moment. Whatever challenges lay ahead, he was here. He was trying. And for now, that was enough.

————-
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LEIGH DEBRASSON PARKED his rusted Subaru at the edge of Eldermere’s town square, the engine coughing twice before surrendering to silence. The journalist’s life didn’t lend itself to luxury, and the Subaru—affectionately dubbed “The Beast”—was a perfect reflection of its owner: weathered but reliable. He stepped out into the crisp autumn air, his boots crunching against the cobblestones as he surveyed the scene. Eldermere hadn’t changed much in the fourteen years since he’d last been here, though time had sharpened its edges. The town felt older now, like a painting left too long in the sun.

Leigh adjusted his leather messenger bag over one shoulder and headed toward the Eldermere Bed and Breakfast, a rambling bed-and-breakfast that looked like it had been plucked straight from a postcard. Its sign swung gently in the breeze, the painted letters faded but still legible: “Welcome to the Eldermere Bed and Breakfast—Home Away from Home.”

Inside, the Bed and Breakfast smelled of wood polish and apple cider, with a hint of mothballs lurking underneath. A fire crackled in the hearth, casting flickering shadows across the plaid armchairs arranged in the sitting area. Mrs. Elkins, a petite woman named with a silver bun and a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, handed Leigh a brass key attached to a clunky wooden fob.

“Room three, at the end of the hall,” she said. “Breakfast is at seven. Coffee’s strong, but the pancakes are better.”

Leigh thanked her and made his way up the narrow staircase, his boots thudding against the creaking steps. Room three was small but clean, with a four-poster bed and a window that overlooked the square. He dropped his bag onto the bed and sat down heavily, the springs groaning beneath him.

He pulled out his notebook, its leather cover scuffed and worn, and flipped through pages of scribbled notes. Most of it was from his last story, a deep dive into the mysterious disappearance of a Cape Cod fisherman whose boat had washed ashore with all its lights still on and its nets freshly emptied. Leigh had spent months chasing leads, only to have the piece buried in the back pages of a handful of regional newspapers. He needed something bigger this time, something that would stick.

And then there was this. The footnote he’d stumbled upon in the AP wires a month ago. A name he recognized, buried in a brief report about a missing person last seen in Eldermere. Doug Something-or-other. Leigh’s memory wasn’t what it used to be, but he knew Doug from the rooms, back when Leigh had been a regular at the Dennis Port AA meetings. Doug—another alumni of Willow Creek—had been one of those guys who seemed perpetually on the edge—one relapse away from vanishing into the void of addiction. Leigh hadn’t thought about him in years, but seeing that name triggered something.

And it wasn’t just Doug. Over the years, Leigh had heard rumors, whispers really, about others who had gone missing after leaving Willow Creek. It was always the same story: addicts who had no family, no ties, no one to raise the alarm. The assumption was always the same, too—that they’d fallen back into the cycle of addiction, slipping through the cracks where no one would bother looking.

But coincidences were a tough sell for a man like Leigh. Fourteen years sober had taught him that life had a way of weaving patterns if you were willing to look for them. And now, with the alumni event conveniently scheduled for this week, he had the perfect excuse to poke around.

The town square bustled with the late-afternoon energy of shopkeepers closing up for the day. Leigh wandered toward a small café, its window display crowded with pumpkin-shaped cookies and steaming mugs of cider. He ordered a black coffee and took a seat by the window, his notebook open in front of him. As he sipped, he jotted down observations: the way the leaves seemed to fall slower here, as if reluctant to touch the ground; the way the shadows stretched longer than they should, creeping into corners that sunlight couldn’t quite reach.

Leigh’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen. A message from an old friend in the program.

You’re really doing this? Back to Eldermere?

He typed a quick response: Just poking around. Don’t worry about me.

He tucked the phone away and leaned back in his chair, watching as the sun dipped lower in the sky. The shadows in Eldermere weren’t just long; they were dense, thick as molasses. It was a town that seemed to carry the weight of its history in every brick, every cobblestone. Leigh’s fingers tapped absently against the notebook as he considered his next move. He’d check in at Willow Creek in three days, make the rounds at the alumni event, and see if anything stirred up those old memories.

For now, though, he decided to take a walk. Eldermere at night was an experience he’d never had; during his time at Willow Creek, the curfew had been ironclad. He’d never questioned it back then—rules were rules, and staying inside felt safer anyway. But now, with the sun sinking fast, he felt an almost magnetic pull to explore.

He walked aimlessly, the streets growing quieter with each passing minute. The shops were shuttered, their darkened windows reflecting the deepening twilight. He passed the old library, its gargoyle-adorned façade casting eerie shadows across the sidewalk. A cat darted across his path, its yellow eyes glowing briefly in the lamplight before it disappeared into the bushes.

As he turned a corner, he saw the woods. They loomed at the edge of town, a dark mass of trees that seemed to breathe with the wind. Leigh stopped, staring into the depths, his journalistic instincts warring with a deep-seated unease. He thought of Doug, of the others, of the way addiction could swallow a person whole and leave nothing behind. And he thought of Willow Creek, nestled somewhere in those woods, waiting for him like a ghost from his past.

He shook his head and turned back toward the Bed and Breakfast. Tomorrow would be soon enough to face whatever Eldermere had to offer. For now, he’d stick to the light and the warmth of his room, letting the shadows do what they did best—linger.

—————
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JIM LAY ON HIS BACK, staring at the ceiling as the first shades of dusk settled over Eldermere. His room at Willow Creek wasn’t much to write home about—a twin bed, a worn dresser, and a window overlooking the woods that seemed darker than they should at this hour. The mattress beneath him was firm and unfamiliar, the kind that resisted comfort like a stubborn child refusing to budge.

He was mulling over the rules—especially the whole “back before dark” bit—when a commotion outside yanked him from his thoughts. A voice rose sharply, followed by a quieter, almost sheepish response.

Jim rolled out of bed and peeked through the blinds. Below, the night monitor—a wiry man with a face like a hawk—was standing with his arms crossed, his silhouette sharp against the amber glow of the porch light.

“Barely made it, Brockley,” the monitor said, his tone a mix of exasperation and disdain. “You think the rules don’t apply to you?”

“I’m here, ain’t I?” came the response, calm and level. The speaker stepped into view, a tall, lean man with dark skin and a buzz cut. He wore a leather jacket that looked like it had seen better days, and he carried a plastic bag that rustled with each step.

“You’re lucky I’m in a good mood,” the monitor barked. “Just don’t let it happen again.”

The man nodded and climbed the stairs, his steps heavy but unhurried. Jim let the blinds fall back into place and sat on the edge of his bed, waiting. A moment later, the door creaked open, and his new roommate stepped inside.

“Lance Brockley,” the man said, dropping the bag onto his bed. “Like the vegetable but spelt different. You must be Jim.”

“That’s me,” Jim said, standing to shake his hand. Lance’s grip was firm, his palm calloused.

Lance sat down and started unpacking his bag, which turned out to be full of snacks and toiletries. “Man, they’re tight about curfew here,” he said. “I almost didn’t make it. Got caught up at Turner’s Mercantile. You’ll see. That place... something else.”

Jim sat back down, then shifted uncomfortably on the edge of the twin bed, his hands clasped tightly between his knees, the worn fabric of his jeans rough against his palms. Across the room, Lance perched on the windowsill, one foot propped on the radiator, idly toying with a frayed shoelace as though it held the answers to the silence that had fallen between them. The air felt thick, heavy with the weight of two strangers trying to summon words that mattered, each acutely aware of their shared vulnerabilities yet hesitant to trespass on the other’s quiet.

“So, what’s your story?” Jim finally said. 

Lance sighed, pulling a vape pen from his pocket and taking a slow drag before answering. “Heroin. Got hooked the old-fashioned way. Sports injury—football—messed up my knee. Doctors gave me pain pills, and I didn’t think twice about it. Pills ran out, but the pain didn’t, you know? Heroin was cheaper, easier to get. Died a couple times, but here I am, trying to get it right.”

Jim nodded. “Fentanyl?”

“It’s in everything now,” Lance said grimly. “Like playing Russian roulette every time you pick up. I’m done with it, though. Gotta be.”

Jim offered a small smile. “Sounds like we’ll get along just fine. Me, I’m a whiskey guy. Had a good run of sobriety until I caught my girlfriend with another man. That sent me straight to the bar. One bad decision after another, and here I am.”

Lance chuckled softly. “Love will do that to you. Or the lack of it.” He took another puff of his vape and gestured to Jim. “You vape? Smoke?”

“Yeah,” Jim said, grinning. “I need to buy one, though.”

“I’ll take you to Turner’s tomorrow after group,” Lance said. “They’ve got vapes, snacks, cider donuts... damn good ones, too. You’ll see.”

Jim’s curiosity was piqued. “What’s the town like?”

Lance paused, the vape pen halfway to his lips. “Weird,” he said finally. “Can’t really explain it. You’ll see soon enough. Just stick to the rules. Especially the curfew. They don’t mess around with that one.”

Jim nodded, his mind swirling with questions he wasn’t quite ready to ask. Lance picked up the remote and flicked on the TV, flipping through channels until he landed on a Knicks vs. Celtics game. The room filled with the familiar rhythm of squeaking sneakers and the roar of the crowd.

As they watched, Jim found himself relaxing for the first time all day. Whatever Eldermere had in store, he felt a strange sense of readiness. For now, though, he’d focus on the game and the company. Tomorrow was another day.
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Chapter 2
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LEIGH DEBRASSON WAS awake before the sun. It wasn’t insomnia, not exactly. It was the kind of restless energy that came from knowing the world held secrets just waiting to be uncovered—and he was the kind of guy who needed to uncover them. He laced up his running shoes, the ones he’d bought six months ago that promised superior arch support but still managed to blister his left heel, and stepped out into the chill morning air. A thick fog clung to the town, curling around streetlamps and draping itself over the rooftops like a ghostly shawl.

Jogging had become his lifeline after sobriety. Some called it a replacement addiction, but he didn’t care. Better a runner’s high than a whiskey hangover. As he stretched on the Bed and Breakfast’s porch, the faintest streaks of pink and orange painted the horizon, and the town of Eldermere seemed to hold its breath, waiting for the day to begin.

Leigh took off at an easy pace, his breath forming little clouds in the crisp air. The roads were quiet, except for the occasional crow cawing somewhere in the distance. He passed a few other early risers—a woman in a neon jacket with her dog trotting alongside, a man in a Red Sox hoodie puffing hard as he ran uphill. Obligatory nods and waves were exchanged, the universal language of morning joggers.

The fog thickened as he veered off Main Street and onto a narrower road lined with skeletal trees. Their gnarled branches reached toward the sky like arthritic fingers, and the air seemed to grow heavier with every step. Then, almost without realizing it, he found himself at the gates of Old Hollow Cemetery.

The place hadn’t changed much in the fourteen years since he’d last seen it. The wrought iron gate, rusty and leaning slightly to the left, creaked in protest as he pushed it open. The path was overgrown but still visible, winding through rows of weathered headstones. Names and dates, some so old they were little more than faint etchings, told the stories of lives long gone.

Leigh’s jog slowed to a walk as he ventured deeper into the cemetery. A sense of unease prickled at the back of his neck, but he chalked it up to the eerie atmosphere. Fog pooled low to the ground, curling around the gravestones like something alive. He stopped at a particularly old marker, its stone cracked and mottled with lichen. The name was unreadable, but the epitaph caught his eye:

As the sun sets, so too shall the light of men fade.

Leigh frowned. It wasn’t unusual for old graves to have poetic inscriptions, but something about this one felt... off. He snapped a photo with his phone, more out of habit than any real suspicion, and continued on.

That’s when he saw it.

Near the edge of the cemetery, where the path dissolved into a thicket of brambles, a small bundle lay on the ground. At first, he thought it might be an animal, but as he approached, he realized it was something else entirely: a faded canvas bag, its contents spilling out onto the damp earth. There was a notebook, its pages warped from moisture, and a scattering of Polaroid photos. He picked one up and wiped the dirt away with his sleeve.

The image was blurry but unmistakable: a man standing in the cemetery, his face pale and drawn. Leigh’s heart skipped a beat. The man’s eyes—there was something wrong with them. They seemed... empty. Not just lifeless, but as though they were missing entirely, replaced by dark voids that stared back at him.

He flipped through the rest of the photos, but most were too damaged to make out. One, however, showed the sign for Charlie’s Griddle, the local diner he remembered from his time in Eldermere. Scrawled on the back in shaky handwriting were the words: Ask about the night shift.

Leigh stood there, the fog thickening around him like a suffocating blanket. The cemetery felt colder now, the air charged with an unspoken menace. He stuffed the photos and the notebook into his jacket and started back toward the gate, his jog forgotten.

As he retraced his steps through town, Leigh’s mind raced. The photo could be nothing. Just a coincidence. A trick of the light or a camera malfunction. But then there was the note. Ask about the night shift. It was vague, cryptic, and entirely too intriguing to ignore. He’d planned to spend the day poking around Eldermere anyway; now he had a specific place to start.

By the time he reached the Bed and Breakfast, the sun had fully risen, burning away most of the fog. The town looked almost cheerful in the daylight, its imperfections hidden beneath a golden veneer. But Leigh knew better. Eldermere had secrets. And if he was right, those secrets might be darker than anything he’d ever uncovered before.

—————
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JIM WOKE UP GROGGY, his body aching from the unforgiving twin mattress that seemed more suited for a prison cell than a sober living facility. He stretched and winced as his lower back popped in protest, his mind flitting to the Knicks game from the night before. The Celtics had won—of course, they had—and Lance had been insufferable about it in that affable way only a Boston fan could manage.

“Guess that’s why they call ‘em the Knicker-bockers,” Lance had teased, leaning back in his chair with a victorious smirk. “Because they keep getting bocked outta the playoffs.”

Jim wasn’t much for sports, but he’d rooted for the Knicks out of a sense of hometown loyalty. The playful banter, the back-and-forth ribbing, had felt strangely normal. Like something real people did. Not the kind of people whose lives were measured in meetings and milestones like thirty days clean or six months sober. For a moment, he’d felt like one of the guys.

But sleep had been elusive. The bed wasn’t the only culprit; his mind kept replaying the dream. A girl, young, with dark eyes that seemed to see straight through him. She looked like the one he’d seen in the woods on his way into town, except her skin was pale as bone, and her lips moved without sound, whispering something he couldn’t hear but felt deep in his gut. He’d woken up in a cold sweat, her face etched into the back of his eyelids.

Now, Jim sat in the Common Room, sipping lukewarm coffee from a Styrofoam cup and avoiding the pile of powdered eggs and soggy toast the kitchen staff had graciously called breakfast. The room was a mishmash of mismatched furniture: an overstuffed plaid couch with springs that threatened to impale, a couple of ancient recliners that smelled vaguely of mildew, and a coffee table littered with old magazines and Sudoku books. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a sickly yellow glow.

The other clients began to trickle in, their faces a blend of weariness and quiet determination. Sarah Waller caught his eye first. She was in her mid-thirties, with auburn hair pulled into a no-nonsense ponytail and an intensity that seemed out of place in such a dismal setting. She carried herself with a quiet confidence, but there was a haunted look in her hazel eyes that told Jim she’d seen some things.

Zeke Stanton slouched in next, his wiry frame clad in a faded Metallica T-shirt and ripped jeans. He looked like he’d been rode hard and put away wet, but there was a spark of humor in his crooked smile as he nodded at Jim. Zeke had been here before, or so Jim had overheard. Back for another round after a relapse.

Then there was Marilyn Graziano, a woman in her late fifties with big hair and bigger earrings. She wore a leopard-print blouse and enough perfume to choke a horse. Her laughter was loud and infectious, but her eyes betrayed a sadness she couldn’t quite hide. Marilyn had been here the longest, a stalwart presence in the group.

Pam Lederick entered the room with the practiced air of someone who’d seen it all and wasn’t impressed by any of it. She was tall and thin, with sharp cheekbones and piercing blue eyes that seemed to miss nothing. Her clothes were unremarkable—a navy cardigan and slacks—but there was something about her presence that set Jim’s nerves on edge. Maybe it was the way she smiled without warmth or the way her voice had an uncanny knack for making even the simplest question feel like an interrogation.

“Morning, everyone,” Pam said, her voice smooth but firm, like a velvet-covered hammer. She gestured toward a cheerful flyer on the corkboard that advertised the Alumni Day event. Bright balloons and cartoonish lettering declared, Come Celebrate Sobriety! Games, Food, and Fun!

“Two more days until the Alumni event,” Pam said. “Former clients will be here to share their stories. It’s a chance to see what’s possible and reconnect with old friends. Any thoughts?”

A murmur rippled through the group. Marilyn clapped her hands together. “Oh, I love Alumni Day! It’s like a family reunion without the crazy relatives.”

Zeke snorted. “Yeah, great. A bunch of people pretending their lives are perfect now. Pass.”

Pam’s gaze lingered on Zeke for a beat longer than necessary, her expression unreadable. “Well, Zeke, maybe it’ll be a good reminder that setbacks aren’t the end of the road. Now, let’s get started. Since we have a new face, we’ll do introductions.”

One by one, they went around the circle. Jim introduced himself with the standard spiel: name, addiction, how he’d ended up at Willow Creek. He kept it brief, but even so, he could feel their eyes on him, measuring and weighing.

When it was Marilyn’s turn, her tone shifted, softening with a vulnerability that had not been there before. “Well, this is it for me,” she began, her voice trembling slightly as she looked around the room at the faces she had come to rely on. “I’m separating in two days. Got myself a little apartment lined up, and a part-time job at the grocery store. It’s all happening so fast. I’m excited, but... I’m scared, too. It’s strange, you know, to think about stepping out there on my own again after all this time. It’s a lot to take in, a lot of change. For the longest time, I didn’t think I was ever going to get to this point. But here I am. The thought of not waking up in this house, not hearing the chatter at breakfast, not having Pam’s steady guidance... it’s overwhelming.”

Her eyes glistened as she continued, a smile touching her lips despite the emotions bubbling beneath the surface. “You all have been my family. I don’t have anyone else. My parents are long gone, and the rest of the world... well, it just feels too distant sometimes. But here, with you, I’ve found a sense of belonging that I never thought was possible. And that’s something I’m going to hold on to. I’m nervous about leaving, about what’s out there beyond these walls, but I know I can do it now. I know that, no matter what happens, I have you guys. And that gives me hope. It’s the first time in a long time I’ve had that. I’m not alone anymore, even when I walk out the door."

The room fell silent, her words hanging in the air like a fragile glass ornament. Even Zeke, who usually had a snarky comment for everything, looked moved.

“Thank you for sharing that, Marilyn,” Pam said softly. For a moment, her demeanor seemed less clinical, almost human.

The session wrapped up shortly after, but Jim couldn’t shake the weight of Marilyn’s words. He’d barely been here a day, and already he felt like he was part of something bigger. Something messy and complicated and maybe a little broken, but real nonetheless.

—————
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THE MORNING AIR WAS crisp, the kind that turned exhaled breath into little clouds of smoke. Jim stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jacket, following the others along the wooded path that connected Willow Creek to the heart of Eldermere. The path was surprisingly well-maintained, with gravel crunching underfoot and sunlight filtering through the lattice of bare branches overhead. Yet, what stood out the most were the decorations: ornaments, dreamcatchers, and strange little wooden effigies dangling from the trees, all in varying states of decay. Some were painted in vibrant colors, others crude and splintered, but they all bore a strangely personal touch. Names, dates, even messages were scrawled on them in shaky handwriting.

Sarah stopped beside a particularly intricate mobile made of twigs and bottle caps, tilting her head. “Kinda eerie, huh?” she said, her voice cutting through the quiet.

“I think it’s sweet,” Marilyn said, brushing her fingers against a painted rock that read “One Day at a Time.” “Like a little trail of hope, you know? Proof we were here.”

“Or proof that some people had way too much time on their hands,” Zeke muttered, earning a chuckle from Lance.

Jim stayed quiet, taking it all in. The decorations weren’t just eerie; they felt... lingering, like the woods themselves were holding onto the ghosts of the people who had walked this path before. He quickened his pace as the trees began to thin, revealing Main Street up ahead.

Turner’s Mercantile was exactly what Jim expected of a small-town general store: weathered wooden siding, an old-fashioned sign swinging gently in the breeze, and a wraparound porch cluttered with barrels of apples and discounted firewood. Inside, the place was a treasure trove of knick-knacks, canned goods, and everything in between. The scent of aged wood and cinnamon hung in the air, mingling with the faint hum of conversation and the jingling of the bell every time someone came or went.

“This place is a trip,” Jim muttered as he trailed the others down an aisle lined with hand-labeled jars of local honey.

Lance laughed. “Yeah, don’t hold your breath for anything fancy. This ain’t Manhattan.”

“Ain’t Worcester, either,” Zeke chimed in, inspecting a box of oatmeal packets.

The vape section, such as it was, turned out to be a single display case near the counter. Jim sighed as he realized the options were slim: a few tobacco-flavored pods and one menthol, none of the fruity concoctions he was used to.

“If you want the good stuff, you’ll have to get someone to bring it from out of town,” Sarah said, leaning against the counter.

Jim shook his head. “Can’t think of anyone I’d ask. Not unless you think my ex wants to do me a favor.” The words came out sharper than he intended, and the group exchanged quick, awkward glances.

“Well,” Marilyn said, breaking the silence, “you’ve got us now, right?”

Jim managed a smile. “Guess so.”

After paying for their things, the group gravitated to the cider donut stand outside. The smell alone was enough to pull Jim from his funk. They sat on the benches lining the sidewalk, munching on the warm, sugary treats as the world ambled past. Jim almost felt relaxed—almost.

“Ah, damn,” he said, patting his pockets. “I forgot the pods.”

“Go grab ‘em,” Lance said, his mouth full. “We’ll wait.” 

The bell above the door jingled as Jim stepped back into Turner’s. The warmth hit him first, followed by the faint murmur of voices coming from the back of the store. He wandered toward the counter, glancing around for the clerk, but something felt... different. The easy, folksy vibe from earlier had evaporated, replaced by a subtle tension that prickled at the edges of Jim’s awareness.

The voices grew louder as he approached the vape display, though the words were muffled. It wasn’t an argument, not exactly, but the tone was sharp, urgent. He turned his head slightly, trying to catch a few words, but the moment he moved, the voices stopped. A door creaked somewhere in the back, followed by a scuffling sound.

“Can I help you, hon?”

Jim nearly jumped. The clerk, a middle-aged woman with a face as cheerful and unremarkable as a department store mannequin, was suddenly there, smiling in a way that felt just a touch too wide.

“Yeah,” Jim said, trying to shake off the unease. “Forgot to grab these.” He pointed at the tobacco pods.

“Of course!” she said, reaching into the case. “Anything else I can get for you?”

Jim shook his head, glancing toward the back of the store again. The door he thought he’d heard creaking was shut tight, the air still. He felt like he’d walked into a scene right after the curtain had dropped, the actors frozen in place. The clerk’s voice broke the spell.

“That’ll be fifteen even.”

Jim handed over the cash, her fingers brushing his as she took it. They were cold, like she’d been handling ice water.

“Thanks,” he muttered, shoving the pods into his pocket.

“Have a blessed day,” she chirped, her smile never faltering.

Jim nodded, his gut telling him to get out of there as quickly as possible. The bell jingled as he stepped back onto the porch, the sun feeling warmer and the laughter of his housemates a welcome reprieve.

Still, as he walked back to the bench, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something inside Turner’s was off. Not wrong, exactly—just off, like a note played slightly out of tune. He shoved the thought aside as Lance tossed him a donut. It was just his head playing tricks, he told himself. Just another small-town quirk.

But deep down, he wasn’t so sure.

——————
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LEIGH DEBRASSON SAT at a corner booth in Charlie’s Griddle, his eggs over easy and toast already half-devoured, though the portion size was anything but “light.” A generous mound of hash browns glistened on his plate, the buttery sheen almost challenging him to finish it all. The faint scent of maple syrup, bacon grease, and strong coffee wove through the air—a tapestry of small-town comfort food that nearly distracted Leigh from his true purpose.

Nearly.

He nursed his coffee, black as ink and bitter enough to match his thoughts, and scanned the room. The griddle’s patrons mirrored the charm of Eldermere itself: neat flannel shirts, clean jeans, and wide smiles that seemed just a bit too polished. The morning sunlight streamed through the large front windows, cutting through the haze of steam from the open kitchen and turning the scene almost picturesque—if not for the unsettling dissonance Leigh couldn’t quite put his finger on.

The corkboard near the counter was what caught his attention first. Among the flyers for piano lessons, babysitting services, and a pancake breakfast fundraiser, a cluster of missing posters loomed. Most were weathered, edges curling from time and indifference, but they all had one thing in common: a striking sense of permanence. This was not a town where people were expected to come back.

Leigh’s gaze snagged on one poster in particular: a man named Doug Reilly. The name sent a ripple of unease through his chest. Doug was the name from the AP wire, the man who had been a familiar face in the rooms of AA years ago, his voice gravelly and his laughter contagious. Seeing his name here—under “MISSING” in bold letters—felt like a gut punch that made everything seem a bit more real. Memories flickered: Doug’s stories about struggling with isolation, his plans to “get right” at Willow Creek. And now he was gone, like so many others Leigh had quietly filed away as casualties of the life they’d left behind.
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