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      The orange rubber ball made a hollow sound when it hit basement’s floor, bounced repeatedly with decreasing energy until its final rapped taps on the dusty concrete floor. It left a trail in dust and decayed spiderwebs as it rolled a few inches more, fully into the circle of light from the naked yellow incandescent bulb overhead. Nothing else moved in the tomb-like stillness at the bottom of the worn wood stairs. The air down there held an almost tacky solidness, unwilling to move even after the door at the top of the stairs had been dragged—protesting against swollen floor boards and rusty hinges—open. The slightly fresher (mold-tinged) air upstairs was as reluctant as Molly to descend those gray boards into the basement.

      She wiped her fingers against her jeans, smearing the oily dust from the light switch. It was a miracle the light even worked. The orange ball had come to a stop almost directly beneath the bulb, in the dim spotlight patch.

      Twenty-four years old, Molly had her dark curls temporarily contained with a wide red and white bandana. She wore a sleeveless baby doll shirt which left her midriff bare and tan wide pantaloons that reached her calves. She wore a pair of leather, steel-toed, tan work boots that hadn’t (yet) seen much work.

      She slipped one hand into her pocket and fingered her mother’s long rosary she carried. The worn beads gave her confidence. Her finger grazed across the silver crucifix and she smiled. She rotated the camera, looking into the wide, innocent lens. “You saw that, right? I’m not crazy about going down there to explore.”

      Grimacing, she leaned to reach in and flip down the grime-slick light switch. Darkness returned like an exhalation, hiding the ball from view. “Sorry! I’m closing the door.”

      Quickly, uneasy with the dark that filled the stairway, she stepped back and pushed on the door. She had to lean her weight against it to get it moving. It scrapped against the warped floor boards. Flecks and grains of rust cascaded down from the protesting hinges. After several shoves she got the door pushed closed and heard the snap of the catch. At head-height (above her head), a simple bar latch had been attached to the frame and the door. It’d been frozen in place when she had first tried it, but she had gotten it free and pulled back to open the door. Now she forced it to rotate and slide back into place, snapping it back down once it was shut.

      It was on there probably to prevent a kid from opening the basement and going down there unsupervised, one thought whispered to her again, repeating what she had told herself earlier. Another intrusive thought said, Or to keep someone down there, you saw the ball, right?

      Not my problem.

      It could be.

      Molly stepped back and regarded the peeling paint on the door. It might have been white once, but had taken on a gray, dusty color, peeling and flaking from wood equally gray beneath it, like dried skin flaking from bones. She turned the camera from the door back to herself.

      “So that’s a big nope from me right now, you know?” She rolled her eyes dramatically. “You’re going to be up in the comments about the house being haunted, I know it, so get that out of your system. All of that wrestling with the door to get it open must have knocked some things loose, that’s all. One leads to another, and the ball is unbalanced, falling and bouncing into view. Weird as eff, but not evidence of the paranormal, okay?”

      Sure. Very convincing.

      She turned in place so the camera got a three-hundred-sixty degree view of the large kitchen complete with the old Seventies wallpaper, the ancient rusted refrigerator, and the imposing bulk of the gas stove. Cupboards hung open randomly, sagging in places. The sink was a corroded mess framed by long dead potted plants, and yellowed newspapers and cardboard covered the only window, blocking out the light. What light the room had came from old ceiling fixtures, of which one fluorescent tube worked fitfully while the others stayed dark. She was amazed even one was working. Sort of.

      “It doesn’t look good, I know,” she said to the camera. “It’s been unoccupied for the past fifteen years. The family took what they thought had any value, boarded it up, and left it. But I’ve looked at the structure. It’s sound. I’ve done three years of work with Habitat for Humanity, plus two years working in home construction. I can restore this house, I know it. I’d never be able to afford a house otherwise. Have you seen the prices? Seriously, tackling a challenging restoration was my only option.”

      “Sound crazy? Maybe I am. Click the like button if you’ve enjoyed this video, and subscribe if you want to see me take this house from ruin to remarkable. I’m Molly,” she smiled and flashed a peace sign, “see you in the next one.”

      She turned off the camera and shivered. The house was chilly. Colder than she’d expected given the sunny conditions outside. That seemed like a different world in the gloom of the house. Uncovering the windows would help. On the plus side, it did suggest the house had decent insulation, not a given with a house a half-century old with an uncertain history.

      A soft merp drew her attention to the kitchen counter. Molly turned, seeing Tommy crouched in the shadows beneath the cupboards, blue eyes bright against his pale fur. He held the limp body of a rather large mouse in his mouth, it’s tail and head dangling.

      Molly blinked. “Tommy, you’re already at work, I see. Are you planning to eat that, or do you want me to get rid of it?”

      Her cat, one of the reasons she wanted her own place, and her best friend in the world, lowered his head and placed the mouse on the counter. Then he turned and bit back into the corpse with purpose, accompanied by the audible crunch of bones.

      She covered her mouth. “Okay, bon appetite, I’m not going to stay and watch.”

      Molly took her camera and headed out of the kitchen through the swinging saloon doors that lead into the dining room. The lights didn’t work in this room. Combined with the dark wallpaper and the newspapers and cardboard covering the windows that should have a view of the backyard, it was very dark, only some light from the kitchen and the hallway pushing back against the shadows. It was also empty. No old furniture, no sideboard, no pictures on the walls. Even the spot where a chandelier must have hung above the dinning table was empty, naked wires hanging like dried roots. The family must have taken everything.

      Oddly, it was the only room she’d seen so far where that was the case. The rest of the house was piled with a hoard of junk. The auction had very little information about the place. She hurried through it, thick carpet muffling her steps.

      The hallway was deeply shadowed and cluttered with boxes piled up on each side. The couple she’d peeked into held piles of magazines. Clearly the source of the mold and probably home to generations of mice. The only light came from the double doors at the front of the house that she had left open to get some air moving—if sluggishly—into the house. Her tripod stood empty on the left side of the doorway, in front of the stairs that led up to the second floor. She went down the hall, past the grandfather clock entombed by the boxes with only the very top of the dark wood showing, to the entrance. Fresh air was a welcome change and she breathed deep, smelling the pines outside, and hearing the sound of robins and other birds calling, and behind that, the soft sound of the river off down in the woods.

      Molly lifted the camera up, checking her framing, the light from the open doors illuminating her and making the hallway with its stacks of boxes look dark and uninviting. Perfect. She triggered it to record.

      “The air outside is so great. It’s clean and fresh, with the scent of pines in the morning sun. You can probably hear the birds and the river in the background. I need to start getting things out of the house. I’ve got a dumpster—“ a smooth turn to show the dumpster planted beside the drive, almost at the porch — “and I expect I’m going to fill it up more than once.”

      She turned to show the other side of the flat area in front of the house where she had already laid out a couple tarps and other things she’s need. “I’ll put anything that might be salvageable over here. It’s possible that there might be antiques or something that the previous owners left behind, but I don’t think that’s too likely. It looks mostly like junk. Now I’m going to put on a respirator, gloves, and an apron before I tackle clearing that hallway. That’s the first job for today. I’ve looked in a couple boxes and they were full of magazines—and before you come for me in the comments about collectibles—they reek of mold and mice. That’s why I’m taking precautions. I don’t think there is going to be anything salvageable in there.

      “Later this afternoon my friends—hey Tanika, Jerome, and Richard, you’re the best!—are coming out to led me a hand. Jerome is also experienced at identifying salvageable furniture and materials, he worked with me at Habitat for Humanity. Anything we find that can be saved is going to them to help with their mission. Okay, I’m going to get ready and start working.”

      Molly stopped the recording. She went over to the tripod and spent a few minutes getting the camera mounted, turning the screen so she could check the framing. She moved it back, along the porch, old boards creaking beneath her feet and set it up so it showed the front of the porch, but also had a view of the dumpster and the tarps. This would be a montage section of the final video. She’d move it in a bit to capture a view down the hallway too. First, though, she pulled a roll of blue painter’s tape from her deep pocket and tore of small strips. She stuck them to the boards around the tripod’s feet to mark the placement so she could get it back in the same place later.

      She straightened, pocketed the tape in her back pocket. She reached into the apron pocket for the remote and started the recording. Then with a wave at the camera—got to work.
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