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      An aged floorboard groaned somewhere deep in the house. Thomas lay still in the bed but let his eyelids drift open. He knew he shouldn’t give in to the paranoia, but it was hard at night when the branches scrabbled at the shingles like brittle fingernails and the wind rattled the doors as though demanding to be let inside.

      A distorted shadow slid across the bedroom ceiling. Thomas tracked it without moving a millimetre, his slow breaths and racing heart in disharmony. Sweat made his palms itch.

      Louise shifted at his side. Strands of her sandy-brown hair slid across her cheek as she made a low humming noise of disquiet at the back of her throat. Thomas wondered if she sensed it, too—the pall of unease that descended over the house nearly every night. The one that made him check on the children a dozen times in an hour, even though the baby monitor played only even, sleeping breaths into the room.

      It’s Amy. She’s here again.

      His itching palms became unbearable, and Thomas broke the stillness to squeeze his hands into fists. The floorboard groaned again, and he tried to tell himself it was only the wind tugging at the house, but it wasn’t easy to disregard the muted warnings. Louise’s brows were pulled together, and a muscle twitched in her jaw.

      Thomas extended his feet over the edge of the bed. Only scattered patches of moonlight struggled through the clouds, leaving his room doused almost entirely in black. As his toes hunted across the wooden boards, a part of him expected to feel clammy, scabbed fingers fasten around them, with nails as long as the scratching tree branches and a grip like iron to drag him underneath the bed.

      Instead, he found the soft wool of his footwear. He slid his feet inside with a silent exhale. The slippers were cool but would warm quickly. Thomas stood and wrapped his arms around his torso. His bathrobe hung nestled in the wardrobe to his left, but he preferred to brave the cool air for a few moments rather than face the patch of death-black inside.

      Monsters lurking under the bed. Evil living in his closet. They were childish fears, ones he’d thought he was long past before meeting Amy. But somehow, she’d brought them all back. Now, when his children begged him to check under their beds before they went to sleep, he had to steel himself for the task.

      The baby monitor rested on the table closest to his side of the bed. He nudged the volume up a fraction and listened to three pairs of lungs working through the night. A few months before, when their youngest turned one, Louise had suggested they box it up and store it in the attic. But Thomas had insisted on keeping it in their room and changing its batteries regularly. He felt safer having that small measure of contact with his children, even when he couldn’t see them. And Louise’s complaints had fallen silent soon after she’d first seen Amy.

      Thomas moved towards the window. He rolled his feet to keep from disturbing Louise, even though she was a deep sleeper. Tiny tendrils of frost coiled across the corners of the glass, and when he exhaled, Thomas’s breath arced out in a cloud. He squinted into their yard, hunting amongst the patches of garden and the heavy shadows for signs of movement.

      He could have sworn Louise had put a little violet plant in the corner of their stone-edged garden that morning. He’d seen her digging the hole, her floppy sunhat not quite large enough to hide her smile as she knelt in her sanctuary. And yet, the space he’d seen her working was now only bare dirt.

      Maybe she found a better spot for it.

      Thomas brought his thumb up to his mouth and worried at it. He never needed to clip his fingernails anymore; the compulsive habit kept them too short.

      He moved his attention from the garden and towards the edge of the woods. There were no clear patches of light and dark in there; the two shades tangled together into a riotous, hysterical mess where the speckles and flecks blended as the wind moved branches. It was madness to search for motion inside them, though he’d spent enough hours trying to.

      A muffled, hiccupping gasp interrupted the smooth exhales floating through the baby monitor. Thomas picked up the blue instrument and rotated the volume switch to its highest setting. He stared at its speakers, waiting, holding his own breath. After a quiet moment, a woman spoke, so softly and smoothly that it sounded like an exhale: “Hush, baby.”

      Thomas’s heart turned to lead. He dropped the monitor, and Louise’s frown contracted as the one-way radio hit the floor with a resounding thunk. She didn’t wake. Thomas tried to call to her, but his mouth was dust dry. He felt his heart restart, but with an aching pulse, the kind that hit his ribs and made bile rise in the back of his throat.

      He dragged his feet into motion, instructing them to carry him past the wardrobe and its inky black centre, past the bed with its invisible scrabbling hands. He nudged Louise’s shoulder but didn’t wait for her to stir. His bedroom door creaked as he opened it. He hit his palm on the switch beside the door, and the hallway was filled with a light that should have felt comforting but somehow failed. The glow that came from the single bulb hung above his head couldn’t reach far. Both the end of the corridor to his left and the twisting staircase to his right were left in shadows. It created a tiny oasis, though, and gave him the courage to quicken his pace towards the room beside his own.

      The door was ajar. He’d shut it when he’d put the children to sleep—he was certain of it. Trembling fingers nudged at the wood, opening it further. Inside was nearly perfectly dark; he’d blinded himself with his oasis of hallway light, and the bulb’s influence couldn’t extend into his children’s bedroom. He felt the wall beside the door, hunting for the switch he’d pressed a hundred times but could never seemed to find at night.

      “Thomas?” A floorboard groaned behind him as Louise, her voice clouded by sleep, approached. “You okay?”

      He found the switch. Light doused the two beds and the cot, the toy chest, the wooden trains, the drawings taped to the walls, and the shelf of brightly coloured books. Thomas realised he’d been holding his breath and drew one in a rush.

      “Thomas?” Louise stopped just behind him. She didn’t touch his shoulder, like she used to, but her presence was still a comfort. “What is it?”

      “Heard something in the baby monitor.” He stepped into the room. Dan, their oldest, wriggled onto his other side but didn’t raise a fuss. Becca was still. And Georgie, nestled in the crib, continued to sleep.

      He braced himself and bent to look under the beds. The spaces were empty, of course, like they always were.

      Thomas stared at the baby monitor positioned on the edge of the crib then crossed to the wardrobe. He tugged open the door and glanced across the paint-splattered clothes, the blankets, and the miniature suits and dresses reserved for Sundays. No monster lurked amongst them.

      “Thomas. You’re going to upset their sleep again.” Louise leaned against the doorframe, her hair hanging about her face in dishevelled loops. As she rubbed at the side of her nose, shadows highlighted the crease between her eyebrows.

      “It wasn’t a dream this time.” Thomas closed the wardrobe. He scanned the room, but there was nowhere else to look; there was barely enough room to walk since he’d moved all three beds into it. “I—I thought…”

      Louise squeezed her mouth into a grim smile. Dark hollows around her eyes spoke to her own disturbed rest, and Thomas made a resigned noise.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been jumpy—”

      “Thomas.”

      “And I know it’s not fair on you or the kids—”

      “Thomas.” She reached towards him and waited until he took her hand before speaking again. “You can apologise tomorrow. Right now, I just want sleep. And so do the kids. She’s not here.”

      He scanned the room a final time, checking for the reassuring rise and fall of his children’s chests before he turned out their bedroom light. “You’re right.”

      They kept their hands laced as they moved along the hallway, then Louise pulled ahead to collapse back into their bed. Thomas lingered in the hallway to turn out the light, feeling the familiar pull of anxiety in his chest as darkness surrounded him.

      Louise had already thrown the blankets back over herself, and Thomas moved to follow her but stopped on the room’s threshold. He stared towards the patch of darkness hiding the stairs. It was empty, but he could have sworn, for a fraction of a second, he’d seen the glint of two eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        April 2015

      

      

      

      “Eight pictures of a rock.” Guy held up the stack of photos for his mother to see. “No location or date listed. Bin ’em?”

      “Oh…” Heather nudged her glasses farther up her nose. “Those might be significant to someone. We’d better keep those.”

      Late-afternoon sunshine poured through the attic’s windows to bathe Guy and his mother and heat the space a few degrees above what would have been comfortable. Guy crouched on the dusty floorboards, the contents of a cardboard box scattered over the floor in front of him. He drummed his fingers along the edges of the pictures. “Mum, we’re the last in our family tree. If they’re not significant for you, no one’s going to want them.”

      “I suppose you’re right. It’s just such a shame to throw out perfectly good pictures…”

      Guy raised his eyebrows.

      Heather cleared her throat. “Why don’t we put them in the ‘maybe’ box?”

      Guy sighed and walked past the nearly empty “throw out” box to place the pictures on top of the overflowing “maybe” carton. When his mother had said the attic didn’t need cleaning, he’d assumed she’d forgotten how cluttered the space was. But after two hours of sifting through the leaning towers of filing papers, long-forgotten mementos, and badly broken furniture that “just needs a new coat of paint,” he was starting to suspect his mother was secretly a hoarder.

      This was meant to be a way to pay her back. Guy returned to the carton and began sorting through thirty-year-old tax invoices. All I’m doing is shifting things from one side of the room to the other. It’s not going to help her at all.

      “This is cute! Do you remember this?” Heather straightened and wiggled a stuffed lion toy at Guy. “What did you call it again?”

      Guy had to chuckle. “Tiger. I was neither a creative nor smart child.”

      “I thought it was cute.” Heather beamed as she patted the lion’s threadbare mane. “Did you want to keep it in your room? It’s so stark and bare in there. It might be nice to move some of your old furniture back in.”

      The familiar sting of failure soured Guy’s stomach, but he kept his smile in place. “Thanks, but I like it the way it is.”

      “Oh, well, if you’re sure… Tiger and his friends will be waiting up here if you ever need them.” Heather placed the stuffed toy back into the box and resealed it.

      Guy watched her move on to a folded stack of hand-knitted sweaters and waited until her back was turned before he let his smile drop.

      She didn’t deserve to see him discontented. She’d been the only person on his side after what had happened to Savannah. She’d let him move back into her home, fed him, clothed him, and loved him like only a mother could. It was the kind of debt he didn’t think he would ever be able to pay back—and it was increasing every week. Heather’s pension wasn’t designed to feed two people, and Guy’s ever-rising stack of rejected job applications wouldn’t pay the bills.

      Burning anger rose in his throat, but he swallowed it and pushed it back down to where he kept it locked in the small, acorn-sized space in his chest. Anger had gotten him into this mess, and it wouldn’t do a thing to get him out.

      A large, heavy stack of papers was nestled under the receipts. Guy fished it out, anticipating a tax return or possibly an annual report, and blinked at the dusty cover sheet. He saw an attorney’s logo, his mother’s name, and an address in large bold letters: 189 Greenhaven Street, Faulconbridge.

      “Mum?” He flipped to the second page. “Do you know what this is?”

      Heather had unfolded a gnarled maroon sweater with an off-centre pink heart and only spared Guy a glance before returning to admire the monstrosity. “Oh, I don’t know, dear. Your father used to manage the paperwork.”

      Incredulity and a small, burning kernel of hope were growing inside Guy as he continued to read. “Mum, this says it’s the deeds to a house. In your name.”

      “Oh, that would be for this house, I suppose.” Heather refolded the sweater and dug deeper into the box. “Here’s a lovely blue top, Guy. It would bring out your eyes.”

      Guy licked at dry lips. The papers in his hands bore an address located hours away from them. “They’re not for this place. It’s for a building somewhere in Faulconbridge. Signed over to you in 1985. You must have been young then—”

      “Oh!” Realisation lit Heather’s eyes, and she lowered the blue sweater. “That was the year my father died. He left everything to me. Yes, I think I can remember something about a house now…”

      “You’re kidding.” Guy tried not to gawk. “You’ve owned a house most of your adult life… and you forgot?”

      She picked a thread off the sweater. “Well… when my father died, we were still living in his house and didn’t really need a second one. I was so young back then, and it was all a rush of funerals and changing accounts and trying to help my mother through her grief. I guess I planned to do something about it eventually, but…” She chuckled. “Yes, I forgot.”

      Guy’s throat had constricted, and he struggled to speak as he turned the pages. “Mum, do you know what this means? We own land. It’s talking about nearly two acres of property here, and there’s a house on it, too. That’s going to be valuable.”

      “Do you really think so?” She blinked through her thick lenses. “It’s got to be a bit old by now, surely?”

      Guy rose and wrapped an arm around Heather’s shoulders, squeezing her tightly. “I bet it would be worth a fair bit just for the acreage. And if the house is salvageable…”

      “What a nice surprise!” Heather patted Guy’s shoulder with one hand as she held up the blue sweater in the other. “You know, this really would suit you.”

      “I’m sure it would.” Guy laughed and let go of his mother so that he could run a hand through his hair. “But this house. This could mean—we could—”

      Heather beamed up at him. “It’s nice to see you so excited over something. You’ve been down since Sav—since moving back in. Why don’t you have that house, if it cheers you up.”

      Guy shook his head incredulously. She really doesn’t understand what this might mean for us. Money to pay off her home. Or… Tingling excitement made goose bumps pop up over his arms. It might even let us move to a new town. One where I’m not known. One where I can get a job. We could both get our lives back on track.

      “I want to have a look at it.” Guy ran his thumb over the address on the top sheet. “I’ll drive out as soon as we’re done here.”

      “Yes, I’d say we’re just about finished.” Heather gave a pleased nod towards the mountains of unidentified clutter. “We’ve had a poke through and found a few things to clear out, but it’s pretty tidy, all told.”

      “If you say so, Mum.” Guy might have been tempted to protest if the abandoned property hadn’t been whispering to him. He picked up the “maybe” box and balanced it on his hip as he prepared to take it to the bins.

      “Oh, don’t throw those out! I think I’d like to keep them after all.”

      Guy sighed. Heather knit her fingers together and gave him a hopeful smile—one he returned.

      It’s her attic. If she’s happy with it the way it is… “Sure. Where do you want me to put them?”

      “Over by the mannequin, honey. Now go on, you can get out of my hair for a bit. I’ll cook your favourite pasta for dinner.”

      “Love you, Mum.” He pecked her cheek on the way past, dropped the box off, and moved to the attic’s entrance.

      I’ve spent so many disturbed nights dreaming about a fresh start. And all the while it was hidden within twenty metres of where I slept. Guy clutched the papers close to his chest as he bounded down the stairs and snagged his car keys off the hook by the door. Fancy that.
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      Where’s the driveway?

      Guy looked from the papers in his pickup truck’s passenger seat to the cloistering woods around surrounding the long, rural road. He had passed the last driveway nearly ten minutes before. Potholes jolted him, and bare branches scraped at the truck’s sides. Paranoia had started to set in, and he was asking himself if the house even existed. No one he knew had laid eyes on it; he prayed the property hadn’t been swallowed up by the forest during its neglect or condemned and razed by the government for being a health hazard.

      Dull metal stood out amongst the muted greens and browns of the forest. Guy slowed his car as he neared it and shuffled forward in his seat. The shape must have once been a wrought-iron gate. The rusted structure was built a little higher than a man stood, but age hadn’t been kind to it. One side of the gate had broken free of its hinges and hung at an angle, supported only by a gnarled tree branch and the chains linking it to its twin.

      Guy jumped out of his truck but left the door open. He had to climb through brambles and vines that snagged his boots to reach the metal. Thick flakes peeled off where rust had eaten away at the structure, and a crumbling stone fence ran into the woods on either side. Guy tugged vines away from the plaque across the gate’s front to read the words there. 189: Rookward House.

      The trees overhead were too old and dense to let much light through, and Guy shivered in the cooling breeze. He peered through the gate, trying to see past the leaves, but if there was a house there, the foliage shielded it perfectly.

      If this really is ours, I can’t get in trouble for damaging it, can I? Guy planted one hand on the stone fence and put his boot to the upright half of the gate. When he applied pressure, the metal screeched. Two solid kicks had it bowing inwards, and a third broke the bolts and sent it crashing to the ground.

      Weeds grew high, and the woods encroached on either side, but Guy could still see the remnants of a path leading through them. He appraised his pickup truck. She’s a tough girl. She’ll handle it.

      Guy jumped back into the driver’s seat, turned the vehicle to face the gate, and began creeping it forward. The wheels dug into the groundcover then mounted the collapsed gate. A painful shriek escaped the metal as it was crushed. Guy sat on the edge of his seat, alternately pressing his face to the front screen and the driver’s side window to watch his progress. The metal shuddered under his vehicle, sending the vines and weeds trembling. Then the pickup truck dropped off the end of the gate and back onto solid ground.

      “Good girl.” Guy grinned, patting the dashboard, then increased the speed as his vehicle forced its way into the long-forgotten path.

      The crackle of crushed plants and the scrape of branches across already-chipped paint filled the truck. More than once, a sapling blocked the way. Guy eased his car around the larger growths and used his utility knife to cut down the smaller ones. As he pressed farther into the forest the connection with the outside world felt fainter. Birdcalls echoed from the canopy, and occasionally, small animals bounded across the path or disturbed the plants alongside the trail.

      It was a long, agonizingly slow drive. Despite the air conditioning Guy started to sweat. He’d brought a water bottle but no food, and the niggling worry that his hardened pickup truck would become stuck grew worse as the ground began to slope downwards.

      Why would anyone build a house so far from the town? Guy squinted into the dappled patches of light that managed to struggle through the overhead coverage. Mum didn’t inherit the place until twenty years ago, so it must be even older than that… was it a farm? Or maybe a holiday house on the edge of a river?

      The distance from civilisation would make it harder to sell unless it had some natural features to make it attractive to city people wanting a vacation property. But if it had been built near a river, as Guy was starting to worry, the landscape could have changed dramatically in the time it had been abandoned. Rivers ate away at the ground and deposited sand where they had once stood, changing their paths over decades. It was even possible the house had been washed away during a flood or storm. The property would still be worth something without a building on it, but nowhere near as much.

      The path took a bend, and Guy pressed a hand against the door to brace himself as the truck tipped into an unseen pothole. He’d been driving for far longer than he’d expected. Concerns that he might have missed the house amongst the forest began to rise, but then he noticed a gap in the trees ahead.

      He gave the truck another burst of power to push it through the gap. It rolled onto comparatively even ground and came to a halt. Dozens of tiny insects flicked out of the long grass it had disturbed.

      Rookward House stood ahead of Guy, and he took a deep breath as the heavy anxiety fell away from him.

      The building was beautiful. Two stories and made of stone, it had withstood the decaying effects of time with what, at first glance, seemed to be minimal damage. Thick, dark-green vines coiled around the house, completely covering most of the ground floor and climbing as high as the second-floor windows. They strangled the building, but Guy saw no sign of collapse or structural failure.

      Despite the vines and mottled discolouration of age, the house had a regal, dignified air. Guessing it held at least twenty rooms, Guy thought it must have been expensive to build. The second-floor windows were tall but narrow, and the dark-slate roof appeared mostly intact. The house was dripping with a dark, mysterious kind of personality that made the suburban houses around where Guy lived feel bland in comparison.

      The massive oak tree in the front yard showed signs of dying under the weight of its age; the leaves were thinning, and its bark was deeply furrowed and had absorbed a grim shade of grey. A swing hung from the behemoth. The ropes cut into its branch, creating ridges around where it cinched the tree. The cord was fraying, but the discoloured wooden seat still shifted a few inches in the breeze. Even inside the pickup truck, Guy heard a prolonged creak as the stiff ropes flexed.

      Guy drummed his fingers on the wheel as he chewed his lip, then he leapt out of the truck to get a closer look at the building. Insects darted away from his boots with muted whirrs as he waded through the thigh-high weeds. A few of the second-floor windows were visible between the vines, and their dark panes promised to hold bountiful secrets.

      He circled the building in a wide loop. As they had in the front, vines had grown up the stones, but the stone walls still appeared solid. A couple of black marks dotted the roof where tiles had broken off, but none of the holes were very large.

      Sharp pain shot up Guy’s toe. He hopped back, muffling a curse, and realised he’d walked into a stone embedded in the dirt. He brushed some of the weeds back and found a stone garden border. Guy’s eyebrows rose. Tangled amongst the weeds were a handful of flowers, obviously descendants of the original planting. They’ve been hardy to propagate themselves for so many years.

      Guy moved closer to the house’s back door. He could see two shades of wood beneath the choking vines. Wishing he’d thought to bring gloves, Guy grabbed at the plants and tugged. They were tough, but clumps of them came away under his pressure. Guy kept digging until half of the door was visible. It might have been painted a lovely shade of blue before age and grime had discoloured it, and a brass handle glinted in the low light.

      Thick, ugly wooden boards had been nailed across the door to keep it shut. They’d been made from a cheap material and had obviously stood there for decades. Guy tried pulling on them, hoping they’d rotted enough to come away, but they stuck firm.

      He moved back from the door and kept circling the house. A darker patch amongst the vines caught his eye. He stepped up to it and found a hole in the wall. Vines had grown across and through the space, and it took Guy a moment to realise he was looking at a broken window. The wooden frame had been enveloped by the greenery, but when he looked closer he saw a couple of fragments of glass poking through the thready leaves.

      It was too much to hope the building would be completely intact. Guy shimmied as near to the opening as the plants would let him and leaned forward to glimpse inside.

      A hunched figure stood in the room’s corner. With a gasp, Guy jerked back then pressed a hand to his heart as the shape resolved itself. He’d been startled by a coat hung from the back of a door. The fabric was falling apart; shreds of it hung nearly to the floor, and thick dust had dulled its colour. It was sobering to think that it had once belonged to someone living in the building. Someone who had loved Rookward, possibly.

      Guy moved forward to see the rest of the space. It was some kind of family room. A couch nestled against the back wall. Its blue-print fabric had rotted into its frame, and the cushions had split, spilling their stuffing. Water had come through the open window and made the floorboards bulge across half of the room. Dark mould spread from the corners to climb the wallpaper, and a sickly smell emanated from the space. Guy pressed one sleeve across his mouth and nose.

      A handful of small animals—mice, birds, and what might have been lizards—had found their way into the room and died there. Their bones and matted fur stuck to the floor.

      Guy wished he could see farther into the house, but both of the room’s doors were closed. He contemplated jumping through the window but resisted the impulse. It wouldn’t be easy to get over the glass shards still stuck in the frame. Besides, the sun would set soon; if he wanted to examine the property’s insides, he would have to come back another day and bring supplies to get the door open. He didn’t think he could wait long, though. The need to see inside the building and explore its rooms dug into him like an itch he couldn’t quite reach.

      He stepped back from the window and continued around the corner. A tree had collapsed against the side of the house. Judging by the bleached, dried wood, it had come down at least a decade before. Guy had to climb over the fractured trunk to get to the house’s front. A few of the house’s stones were chipped, but the wall still seemed sound. Guy guessed the tree had only clipped the building on its way down.

      This is remarkable. He ran a hand across some of the vines wrapping around the building’s corner. It must have been abandoned for a long time—longer than the twenty years Mum has owned it—but it’s in good condition. No graffiti, no sign of vandalism or squatters. Some parts would need repairing, like the water damage to the floors, but the house wouldn’t need to be knocked down. And with the furniture gone, it could be liveable again. I should be able to fix up the worst of the damage in a couple of weeks if I dedicate myself to it. It shouldn’t be hard to find a buyer.

      Guy stumbled onto the front porch. Vines had fully overrun it, criss-crossing the space like a giant, living spiderweb, but when he peered through, he caught glimpses of the same boards that had been nailed to the back door. Rather than trying to force his way through to them, he stepped back into the weedy yard to admire the building.

      It’s large. There’s got to be twenty, maybe twenty-five rooms in there. No power, of course, and probably no plumbing. But it’s a good house, one that will be valuable when it’s cleaned up a bit.

      Motion pulled Guy’s eyes towards one of the upstairs windows. Vines covered the frame but left the glass clear. Guy could have sworn he saw a woman turn away from the glass and retreat into the shadows. He blinked, and the figure was gone.

      That couldn’t have been a person. He’d been right around the house—the broken window was the only way in, and the dust on the family room’s warped floorboards hadn’t been disturbed in a long time. It must have been the shadows playing over the glass.

      Guy stared at the window for a long moment. When he finally looked away, he shivered. The day was cooling as the sun set, and he needed to start the arduous trip through the overgrown trail if he wanted to be back on the main road before dark.

      He slid back into his pickup truck and fit the key into the ignition. For the first time since Savannah’s accident, he had a purpose. The Rookward house could be sold as-is, but it would fetch more if the vines were cleared away and at least some basic repairs were done. Guy wasn’t licensed, but he was handy and didn’t mind hard labour. Working on the house would be a way to pay back at least a part of his mother’s kindness. And it would keep him occupied for at least a week or two while more job rejections trickled in.

      Guy pointed the pickup truck toward the path leading home. As he eased out of the clearing and into the tangled woods, he gave the house a final parting look in his rear-view mirror.

      It’s strange that the vines grow across the building, but not in the yard or the forest. A thought struck Guy, and he smiled at how absurd it was. It’s almost like they’re feeding off the building.
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      “I don’t feel good about you staying at that house all by yourself.” Heather tried to scoop more pasta onto Guy’s plate, even though he’d only half-finished the first serving. “It’s so far away.”

      “Three hours, which is why I’ll need to stay there.” Guy shovelled more of the dinner into his mouth and chewed quickly before continuing. “If I drive there and back every day, it’ll take forever to do the repairs. Never mind the fuel costs.”

      “Well…” Heather sighed and sat back in her seat opposite Guy. She wasn’t happy, and Guy thought he knew why. In her eyes, he’d never grown up. He was still a ten-year-old who needed hugs and biscuits when he scraped his knees, and wasn’t truly safe away from her watchful eye. He wished there was something he could say to give her comfort.

      “I’ll keep the first trip short. Two nights, how about that? If everything goes well, I can return for a longer visit.”

      She gave him a tight-lipped smile and nudged at her pasta without picking any up.

      A few white lies wouldn’t hurt, would they? “It’s a lovely house. There’s lots of nature around it, so I’ll be getting plenty of fresh air, and it seems really solid and secure. Besides, it’s not that far to get to the local town.” Only an hour’s drive. “Think of it as a vacation house… one I’m doing a bit of maintenance work on while I’m staying there.”

      Heather’s expression brightened. “Maybe I could stay with you! I’m good at painting.”

      “You are. But I don’t think you’d enjoy it as much as I will.” Guy didn’t want to tell her just how remote and grimy the building was, so he opted for a half-truth. “There’s no running water, so you wouldn’t be able to have showers.”

      She took her glasses off and wrinkled her nose. “But won’t you start to smell?”

      “Oh, definitely.” He scooped more pasta into his mouth and watched his mother fiddle with her glasses, her lips pursed. “What kind of bee’s in your bonnet tonight?”

      “Nothing.”

      He leaned forward. “I can see there’s something. Go on, tell me. Maybe I can help.”

      She made a muttering noise in the back of her throat as she put her glasses back and picked up her napkin to fidget with instead. “I did some research into the house while you were away. I’m not sure I want you staying there alone.”

      Guy lifted his eyebrows. “Research? How?”

      “I called my aunt Patty—”

      “Mum, Aunt Patty died four years ago.”

      “Yes, of course she did.” The napkin was fraying as she continued to twist it around her fingers. “I forgot when I called, but I spoke to her husband, George, instead. His memory isn’t very good these days, but he knew a bit about the house. No one has lived in it since the sixties.”

      “Huh! It’s older than I thought.” Guy took another bite of his meal. “Did George have anything else to tell you?”

      “No…” She hesitated then spoke a little more forcefully. “No. He’d never been there, of course. Apparently, neither had my father. He inherited it as a young man but left it be. It hasn’t been opened since the last family left.”

      “That’s weird. Why didn’t he sell it?”

      “He never told me, honey. Maybe he couldn’t find a buyer. Or maybe he forgot about it, like I did.”

      Impossible. Grandpa’s memory was impeccable. “Or he could have been planning to retire there.”

      “I suppose so.”

      Guy chewed on the inside of his cheek. Even that explanation didn’t make sense; if his grandfather had been intending to live in the house, it made no sense to abandon it completely. He should have rented it out, or at the very least, visited it a few times a year to keep on top of the maintenance.

      He watched his mother for a moment. She’s still hiding something. “Why don’t you want me staying there?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” The napkin finally tore in half. Heather stared at it for a second then threw it onto her plate. “I suppose I just worry.”

      “You won’t need to this time. I’ll take care of myself. It’s a solid, sturdy house, and I’ll bring plenty of supplies. The whole thing probably won’t take more than a few weeks to fix up.” As long as the insides aren’t too damaged, at least.

      She rose and carried her plate to the kitchen.

      Guy felt a sting of guilt; somehow, unintentionally, he’d upset her. He grabbed his own plate and followed. “Mum?”

      She’d stopped by the window overlooking their small backyard, where Guy’s swing set, his favourite toy as a child, still dominated the space. Guy pressed a hand to her shoulder.

      She laughed, though the sound was faintly choked, and turned the tap on to rinse her plate. “You really want to go, don’t you?”

      “Well, yeah. I’ve been cooped up for so long. It’ll be good to have some work again—especially if it brings in some money.”

      Her smile was tight. “Well, as long as you keep yourself safe. You’ll be back in a couple of days, right?”

      “Two days. Promise.”
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        * * *

      

      The turnoff to Rookward House was easier to find since the vegetation leading into it had been crushed. Guy didn’t feel safe driving over the gate while his pickup truck was weighed down with supplies, but he’d come prepared. He hopped out of the vehicle, grabbed the rope and hook from the passenger seat, and rounded the truck.

      One end of the rope went through the gates, then Guy tied it around the rusted chain that linked them together. When the other end was securely fastened to his bumper, he put the truck in reverse and eased it back. The gates had been tangled by weeds, but they came loose when he applied pressure to the accelerator. He drove ten feet down the lane, the gates creating a horrific noise as they clanged against each other, then got out of the truck to untie them.

      He struggled to drag the gates into the brush, where they wouldn’t trip up any other cars. If no one cleared them away, they would be enveloped by plants within a few months. Guy knew it was technically littering, but he liked the idea of leaving a monument from the house; the gates would have once been a feature of the street, admired by anyone who passed and teasing the style of house that had been hidden from the public’s sight. Now they would be allowed to sleep by the road, never again opening, no longer acting as sentry. They would simply rest.

      It’s not like me to wax lyrical about a lump of metal. Guy climbed back into his pickup truck and turned it into the now-clear driveway. Maybe this place is getting to me. All of this untouched greenery is something an eighteenth-century poet would go crazy over.

      The path was smoother since it had been forded once. Even with the back of the pickup truck packed high with supplies and tugging the balance off-centre, Guy kept up a quick pace. It only took ten minutes for the trees to thin, then Guy emerged into the clearing.

      Rookward House commanded his attention like a king holding court. Except this king had fallen startlingly in his fifty-year exile. The few uncovered second-floor windows seemed to glare down at Guy, judging him, but most had been blinded by cataracts made of vines.

      “Don’t look so hostile. I’m here to salvage you.” Guy was struck by how stupid his words sounded as soon as they left his mouth. Grateful that no one was around to have heard him, he eased the truck around the house, to the back door, where he thought he would have easier access to the building. The vines were lighter there, and he wouldn’t have to cut his way through the tangled front porch.

      He reversed so that the truck’s tarpaulin-covered truck bed faced the back door, then he leapt out and stretched. He unhooked the tarp in one corner, where he’d collected key tools in a bucket. Buying the supplies and equipment to repair Rookward House had taken the lion’s share of his savings, and there was still more to get. He’d only packed what he knew he would definitely need. He was saving the rest of his money to cover whatever surprises the building had in store for him.

      Guy put on a thick pair of work gloves then retrieved a hammer and a crowbar. As he approached the boarded-over back door, he had to fight to remove the last of the vines from the structure. Using the back of the hammer, he wiggled out as many nails as he could reach.

      The boards were spongy with slow rot but stubborn. He had to alternate between worming nails out with the hammer and applying brute force with the crowbar to unfasten their hold on the frame. Several fractured and split, leaving half of themselves behind, but by the time Guy stepped back, sweaty and panting, he’d cleared a path to the door.

      After all that, it had better not be locked. Residue from generations of vines had crusted the handle. Guy twisted it and grinned as it turned. The latch grated against the strike plate, sending up a mournful wail. Guy forced it open with his shoulder. A rush of stale air washed over him. It smelt like old paper, mould, and decay and held the sticky tang of rotting vegetation.

      Inside was unexpectedly dark. The vines were effective at strangling out nearly every trace of sun, and Guy squinted to see into the room. A large, old-fashioned fridge opposite told him he was in the kitchen. Guy nudged the door open as far as it would go and stepped farther into the space to let the light in.

      A chopping board and knife sat on the bench beside the sink. A dark, raised stain in the centre of the board made Guy think some kind of food had been left to rot on it. The knife still appeared sharp.

      Outdated cups, cutlery, and saucers lay in a pile in the sink. They were all stained with muted brown and grey patches, and two of the plates were broken. Guy wondered if the plates had smashed when they were thrown into the sink or whether time had cracked them. One of the teacups held a smudge of red at its top. He leaned closer and recognised a lipstick smear.

      A man’s coat in the family room, lipstick on the cup, and a swing in the front yard. A couple lived here, then. How many children did they have? And why did they leave so suddenly?

      Guy tried to think back to whether there had been any war threats or natural disasters in the area during the sixties, but he couldn’t recall any. He supposed anything might have happened to force them out—a sudden illness, a forest fire, or a fatal car accident. It was a shame they hadn’t come back; it meant more work to clear out the old furniture.
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