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      After driving for most of the day, anticipating what promised to be an exceptional experience, all Andy could do was stare at the eyesore in front of him with a feeling of disappointment. Shane stood beside him, looking at the same monstrosity of a house, and Andy could see the huge grin through his thick, dark beard.

      Whoever owned the place hadn’t bothered to have any maintenance done over the past few decades. Vines crawled up the exterior almost to the roof and at this point were part of the structure itself. The forest that surrounded the house on three sides, unhappy about being cut back to make room for the edifice, was taking its property back, inch by inch. It even invaded the half-mile-long driveway, making the last leg of their journey much rougher than expected. Especially for those who sat on the floor in the back of the cargo van with their equipment. Before long, the woods would engulf the entire property.

      The one thing Shane hadn’t exaggerated was the size of the house. Imposing and unwelcoming, made even more so by the shadows from the trees that darkened most of the house, including the front door.

      He smelled burning leaves and as he turned, he saw Kurt and Simone still standing beside the van, waiting. Kurt took the occasional puff from a joint. The man’s long grey hair and beard made him look like Jesus, had he lived past the age of fifty, though the perpetual grin snatched away the illusion. Simone was much younger. She had the typical Scottish look but a French last name, which made her heritage a bit of a mystery, even to her.

      Andy heard the familiar sound of branches and gravel crunching under tires several seconds before the car came into view. Andy hoped it was the house’s owner upon whom they waited to let them inside, but once he saw the car, he recognized it right away and his disappointment grew. Once it came to a stop behind the cargo van, three people exited the vehicle. Andy shook his head when he saw Don. Despite being in the middle of nowhere, he still wore his suit. The same one he wore every time Andy saw him, which Don thought made him look like a high-rolling business executive, but Andy thought he looked more like a disgruntled accountant.

      The other two people Andy recognized as Tanya and Emma, Shane’s wife and ten-year-old daughter. He knew Don was going to be staying at the house with them, but Andy was never told Shane invited his family. Of course, Shane never told them anything. He just did as he pleased, regardless of how the others might feel about it.

      Emma ran to her dad and jumped. He caught her in mid-air and hugged her. As Tanya walked up to them, Andy noticed there was no kiss or any sort of greeting between them.

      Seeing Shane side by side with his wife always amused Andy. At 6’2”, he towered over her and the two of them together looked more like father and daughter than husband and wife.

      Another car pulled up, this time a Mercedes. The woman who got out wore a black pantsuit and not a single strand of her dark, shoulder-length hair was out of place. She was much better at the successful businessperson appearance than Don.

      Though Andy had not met her yet, he assumed this was Laura Dempsey, the owner of the house. He saw Shane walking over to the Mercedes, his hand outstretched to shake hers. As he got there, she was opening the back door to let a girl, a few years younger than Emma, out of the backseat.

      “Mister Sonoroka.”

      By the time she noticed him, Shane had lowered his hand, embarrassed. “Shane.”

      “Nice to see you again, Shane.”

      Andy noticed the absence of amiability in her tone. The woman was all business. He walked to the back of the van. Now that Laura had arrived, they could start unloading and moving their gear into the house. Laura walked to the front door, keys in hand, while everyone else grabbed their luggage and the cases that held their equipment and started unloading.

      Laura returned to her car. At first, Andy thought she was leaving right away, but she opened the trunk and pulled out two suitcases. This was a turn of events Andy hadn’t expected and he guessed Shane hadn’t either.

      “Will you be staying here with us?”

      “Of course.” She offered no explanation, and Shane was not brave enough or too surprised to question her any further.
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      The front door led into a foyer and Andy's mouth dropped the moment he was inside. As he looked up, he could see the ceiling, which had to be at least fifty feet above them. Two balconies looked down on the entryway from the second and third floors. Based on the foyer alone, Andy judged the interior of the house to be better maintained than the outside. If you were to show him pictures of both, he would have a hard time believing they were the same house.

      After removing their shoes, the group moved into the living room, which was larger than Andy's apartment. The original furniture remained and, from what he could tell, was still in immaculate condition. Near the center of the room, two wide curved staircases connected to the second floor, which were handy for moving the gear up, as they could move several pieces at a time without getting in one another’s way but Andy wondered why there was a need for two staircases other than for aesthetic reasons.

      “Did I tell you or did I tell you?” Shane asked. Even though he had been here previously to look at the house before agreeing to rent it, he looked as though he was seeing it for the first time, his eyes full of wonder. “This is going to be great.”

      There was a fireplace on one side of the room. A real fireplace. One that required burning wood instead of gas or electricity. Andy assumed, though it would be nice during the fall weather, it would go unused during their stay, as Andy couldn’t see any of them chopping firewood.

      Shane checked his watch. They had spent most of the day traveling, and since it was late autumn, the sun was already setting. “Okay, guys,” he addressed the entire group. “I know you’re tired, but we still need to get the gear to the studio. Once that’s done, you’re free for the rest of the evening.”

      “Where’s the studio?” Andy asked.

      “Third floor.”

      A collective groan sounded throughout the group, but Shane ignored it and continued. “Don, Andy, Kurt, and I will take care of the equipment. Simone and Tanya, if you ladies could put the food away, that’d be great.”

      Andy expected Simone to make a sarcastic comment about being assigned kitchen work, but she said nothing, happy not to have to help with the heavy lifting.

      Before starting with the heavy loads, Laura showed each of them their rooms so they could bring up their luggage. Andy, Kurt, Don, Laura, and Becky would stay in bedrooms on the second floor. Simone, Emma, Shane, and Tanya would occupy the three on the third floor. The cleanliness of the rooms impressed Andy, considering the house had been unoccupied for over two decades. Either Laura had come in to clean the place top to bottom or she had hired someone.

      He couldn’t find a speck of dust anywhere in the house and his room smelled as if someone had sprayed it with a few gallons of deodorizer. He didn’t bother to unpack yet as he wanted to get started on the heavy lifting to get it out of the way. They brought everything to the living room and left it at the bottom of the stairs. The heavier cases were on wheels, so it was just a matter of getting them up the stairs and they could roll them the rest of the way.

      Don and Kurt paired up, as did Shane and Andy, who felt he had gotten the short end of the stick. Having played gigs with the man for years, Andy knew Shane liked to move fast. With him on the bottom and Andy at the top, Shane was pushing forward faster than the other could walk backward, causing the edge of the case to crash into his shins with every step. Shane either didn’t notice Andy wincing in pain or didn’t care. If Andy stopped to catch his breath or relieve the pain, Shane yelled, “Come on! Let’s go,” and kept pushing, forcing the other to keep going despite the pain and fatigue.

      Andy wanted to protest, but he knew from experience it was futile. At least, once they reached the second floor, he could rest for a minute while Shane rolled the case to the staircase leading up to the third.

      The second floor was four separate hallways forming a square. Three had doors on one side leading into the bedrooms and bathrooms, of which there were two. On the other side was a railing overlooking the living room. The fourth hall still overlooked the living room on the one side; the other was a balcony with a view of the foyer.

      Both staircases leading to the third floor were narrower and enclosed, making it tougher for them to lug the equipment the rest of the way. The steps landed on either end of the floor, where there were three more bedrooms, another bathroom at the end of the hall, and the large room that was used as a studio at the other end.

      “Hey, bring this down to the studio, would you?” Shane requested. “I gotta hit the head.” He walked into the washroom without waiting for an answer, leaving Andy to roll the large case down the hall.

      The studio was larger than he thought it would be, and Dempsey had left some of his original recording equipment behind. Andy assumed Shane would clear it out or use it, even though he was certain it was outdated. Of course, Shane would know better than he—what Andy didn’t know about recording could fill several warehouses.

      He pushed the case into the room, rolling it to the side to make sure Shane would have enough room to walk around when he set up everything. On his way to help Shane with the last case, he made it about a quarter of the way down the stairs when a burst of static exploded from upstairs. He was sure Shane was no longer on the third floor and he’d seen no one else there either.

      Following the sound back to the studio, he found an old radio that had somehow turned on. Andy shrugged and switched it off before heading back down to the main floor.
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      After putting away the groceries they had bought in the nearest town on their way to the house, Simone and Tanya made dinner for everyone, including Laura and Becky. When Laura arrived, she removed the jacket but kept the dress pants and white blouse, though she had tied her hair back, which gave her a bit more of a casual look, but not by much. Her attitude remained cold and professional even during dinner conversation, which bothered Andy because he had questions about the house, Charles Dempsey in particular, but he wasn’t comfortable in broaching the subject with her.

      Andy noticed Shane and Tanya didn’t sit next to each other, but since he was the last one to it at the table, he didn’t know if it was a conscious decision on their parts or if it was because there weren’t two available chairs next to each other when they’d arrived in the room. Still, he thought he detected a slight awkwardness in the air.

      With the lack of conversation, the sounds of cutlery scraping plates made Andy cringe and he wished someone would start talking or put on some music. Anything to fill the room with noise.

      “So,” Shane said, dropping his utensils after having emptied his plate, “I’m going to spend tomorrow setting up the studio. The only thing I need the rest of you to do is get your instruments set up.”

      Kurt, Simone, and Andy nodded, not having anything else to add to that.

      “Since it’s going to take most of the day to get set up tomorrow and the next morning, I’ll be doing ghost tracks. We’re probably not going to get any real recording started until Tuesday afternoon. So, you guys get to relax for a bit before the actual work starts.”

      Again, the other three nodded. Andy couldn’t speak for Kurt or Simone, but he was happy to have some time to rest before having to start what he expected to be a grueling recording session. He couldn’t say for sure; he had never recorded an album before. His entire music career, which spanned more than a decade and a half, comprised gigging and nothing else.

      Once Shane had said his piece, Laura spoke for the first time since she’d arrived at the house. “Since we’re all together, now might be a good time to go over a few things about the house.”

      Andy assumed she meant rules, which he had no objection to. It was her house, after all.

      No one else seemed to object either, so Laura continued. “First, I did smell marijuana when I first got here. I know it’s legal here now, and I have no issue with anyone smoking. All I ask is that it not be done in the house.”

      They all looked at Kurt, the smile still plastered on his face. He gave a thumbs up.

      “Next, I would appreciate it if there is no music after eleven. Since Becky and I are staying here as well, I’d rather not have you guys playing all hours of the night.”

      They nodded, agreeing it was a fair request.

      “I’m not sure if you have had the time notice yet, but I’ve had the internet turned back on, so the Wi-Fi works. You won’t get a cell signal out here, but I’ve also had the landline phone service turned back on in case anyone needs it. Also, there’s a washer and dryer in the basement, along with detergent and fabric softener. Pretty much anything you’ll need. Are there any questions?”

      “Just one,” Simone said. “Tanya and I cooked dinner, so which of you guys is going to volunteer to do the dishes?”

      Andy agreed, then turned to Shane and Kurt to see if either would volunteer to help. Both tried to pretend they didn’t notice him staring, so he sighed and began stacking the plates, placing the cutlery on top so he could limit the amounts of trips he took between the dining room and the kitchen. He placed the dishes on the counter and went back for the glasses, grabbing as many as he could in one load, which ended up being five if he placed some under his arms. Shane came up behind him with the rest and placed those on the counter with the ones Andy had already brought in.

      Andy poured hot water and soap into the sink and waited for it to fill, expecting Shane to disappear to avoid being asked to help. Much to Andy’s surprise, he stayed.

      “So,” Andy said, “I see you brought Tanya and Emma along.”

      “I did.”

      “So, how come you get to bring your family and I couldn’t invite my girlfriend?”

      “Well, first, you don’t have a girlfriend. You have some girl you met at a bar last weekend that you slept with twice and haven’t spoken to since. And I’m willing to bet if I asked to you tell me her name without looking at your phone, you wouldn’t be able to.”

      Andy couldn’t argue his point.

      “Second, I brought my family because I’m not sure how long we’re going to be staying, and I don’t want to be apart from them for longer than necessary. I spend too much time away with gigs, so I thought this would be a good way for us to spend some quality time together.”

      “Fair enough, I guess.”

      “Besides, if you brought a girl with you, you wouldn’t be able to have a much-needed conversation with Simone.”

      “What conversation?”

      Shane hit him on the shoulder, trying to be playful, but it was hard enough that it sent Andy back a step, hitting the counter. “Come on, you know what I’m talking about.”

      “No, I don’t.” Andy turned off the water and, after putting all the glasses in the sink, washed them.

      “I’ve seen the way you look at her.”

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me. I’ve known her so long she’s like my sister.”

      Shane hesitated to say whatever was running through his mind, and Andy knew he was debating making an incest joke. “Don’t even go there.”

      “Hey, all I’m saying is I’ve noticed you have feelings for her.”

      “And all I’m saying is you’re wrong.”

      “Well, you’ve been washing that one glass for two minutes now. I think it’s clean.”

      Andy hadn’t noticed he was still scrubbing the first glass he’d picked out of the sink. He rinsed it in hot water and placed it in the dishrack before moving on to the next.

      Simone entered the kitchen with a playful, “So, what are you boys talking about?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Didn’t sound like ‘nothing’.”

      Andy froze for fear that she had heard part of their discussion.

      “Sounded like you guys were arguing, which makes sense. You can’t talk to Shane without having some sort of argument. I don’t think anyone can.” She flicked Shane’s shoulder. “Anyway, we’re looking for suggestions on some sort of group activity for tonight.”

      “Movie?” Andy suggested, but Simone shook her head. “We looked. Dempsey had quite a collection of movies suitable for young girls and not much else.”

      “That’s weird,” Andy said.

      Shane shrugged. “Not really. Laura would have been close to Emma’s age when he died. They were probably hers.”

      “What about a board game?”

      “We can’t find any, and I don’t think any of us thought to bring one. Laura’s checking around for a deck of cards but as it stands, I think we’re stuck with charades.”

      “You mean you guys are stuck with charades. I was smart enough to bring a book, so I’ve got something to do.”

      “Don’t be antisocial and hang out with us tonight.”

      “If you find something better than charades, sure.”

      “I’ll keep you updated.” She sashayed out of the kitchen, leaving Andy alone with Shane once again.

      “Hey,” Andy smirked, “while you’re still here not helping with the dishes, I wanted to ask you something.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Well, it’s about Charles Dempsey. I wanted to ask Laura, but she doesn’t seem like the friendly type.”

      “You want to know how he died.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Suicide.”

      “Here in the house?”

      Shane nodded. “The third-floor balcony that overlooks the foyer. I read a biography on him recently and, from what I gather, Laura was coming for a visit. She and her mother found him as soon as they walked in.”

      “Poor girl. No wonder she wouldn’t want to talk about it. That’s got to leave some emotional scars.”

      “You think?”

      “Sarcasm is the lowest form of humor, you know.”

      “When I want your opinion, I’ll beat it out of you.” There was no sign of joking when he said this, not even the slightest of smiles. “Anyway, I’ll let you finish up there. I’m going to see what everyone else is up to.”

      Since moving out of his parents’ house, Andy lived alone, and the sheer number of dishes used by nine people overwhelmed him. There weren’t just plates, glasses, and cutlery, but pots and a baking sheet used to for the chicken breasts. What would take him ten minutes at home took him the better part of an hour, and he used his phone to listen to music to help pass the time and make his task seem less like a chore.

      He put on Slipknot, keeping the volume low enough that Shane wouldn’t hear. The man was notorious for being critical of any music he didn’t like, and anything close to heavy metal was on that list, which was one of Andy’s favorite things to listen to. How he ended up in a band with Shane, Simone, and Kurt was anyone’s guess.

      By the time he’d finished and made his way into the living room to see if the others had decided on a group activity, he found Becky and Emma watching a Disney movie while Shane, Simone, Kurt, and Don talked.

      Laura, while in the room, seemed uninterested in socializing with the rest. After dinner, she had changed out of her dress clothes and now wore jeans and—to Andy’s surprise—a Pink Floyd T-shirt. Of course, having the shirt didn’t mean she was a fan; he pictured her as more of a Top-40 type person.

      “It was a no-go on the cards,” Simone informed him once she noticed his presence.

      “Is there a Walmart or something in town? Maybe someone can take a run tomorrow and grab a board game or something?” He looked at Don.

      “Why me?”

      “You’re the manager. Isn’t that your job? Keep the band happy?” Andy crossed the room and sat in a chair opposite the couch Shane and Simone shared.

      Don and Kurt both occupied chairs. Kurt leaned back in his, his eyes closed. He wasn’t sleeping, just taking in what everyone else was saying.

      “My job is to book gigs.”

      “Well, we’re not playing any gigs at the moment, so we need to find something else for you to do. Like finding board games. Or strippers.”

      Simone rolled her eyes.

      “What? We’ll get a male one for you and Tanya, don’t worry.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Speaking of Tanya, where is she? Too good to hang out with the rest of us?”

      “No idea,” Shane shrugged. “She just got up and went upstairs.”

      “Yeah, after you pissed her off,” Simone pointed out.

      “I didn’t piss her off.”

      “Well, you did something. She stormed out of here so fast, I’m surprised she didn’t cause a hurricane.”

      Shane stared at her as if she were crazy, but Andy was sure Simone was right. Shane irritating his wife was not out of character for him.

      For a long moment, no one said anything. Shane and Simone stared each other down, waiting for the other to look away. Kurt still sat quietly, eyes closed, grinning. Don seemed to wonder what he had gotten himself into and Andy suspected he was thinking of hightailing it out and going home. Laura continued to ignore everyone, not the least bit interested in their drama.

      “Well,” Andy said, pushing himself out of his chair and walking back toward the kitchen. Over his shoulder, he asked, “Anyone else need a beer?”
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      By the next morning, Andy had noticed Tanya had not been her usual self since arriving at the Dempsey house. Every time they met she was sociable. But now she seemed more reserved. He wasn’t sure she’d said anything at all since they arrived. When he found her sitting by herself in the living room after pouring himself a cup of coffee, he wanted to ask her about it, but they’d never had a relationship where he felt comfortable asking her about her personal life. They weren’t friends. Even he and Shane weren’t friends; they were business partners and nothing more.

      “Where’s Shane?” he asked. He had noticed everyone except Tanya’s husband on the main floor. Some were in the kitchen and the others were in the dining room.

      Tanya looked up, startled as if she hadn’t realized until that point Andy had entered the room. “He’s setting up the studio. He wanted to get an early start.”

      Andy nodded and sat on the couch. “You look like you didn’t get much sleep.”

      She rubbed her eyes. “Not really. I don’t remember the last time I slept in a bed that wasn’t mine.”

      Andy nodded. In his line of work, he often slept in hotels or at the home of a girl he’d picked up after a gig, so he was used to it. But he thought there was more she wasn’t telling him, and he wanted to ask her about it. He wanted to ask her if she had strange nightmares like he had.

      Simone entered from the dining room, interrupting them. She looked from Tanya to Andy and back again. “Why’s everyone so quiet?”

      “Nothing to talk about,” Andy said, leaning back on the couch, and crossing one leg over the other. He took a long sip of coffee.

      “I just had an interesting chat with Laura,” Simone said, sitting in an armchair.

      “Yeah,” Andy said. “I noticed that. She seems to be opening up a bit. Didn’t seem like the friendliest person yesterday.”

      “Right?”

      “So, what did you guys talk about?”

      “The house. A little about her dad. Did you know he hung himself here in the house?”

      “Yeah, Shane told me last night.”

      “Wait. Shane knows and he still brought us here?”

      “I don’t see why that’s a problem. People have died in a lot of houses.”

      “You don’t think it seems a little horror movie-ish?”

      Andy laughed, almost spitting out his coffee. “I think you’re exaggerating a tad. This is real life, not a horror movie.”

      Simone paused, deep in thought. “Maybe I’m a little freaked out. I had these weird nightmares last night.”

      Tanya looked at her in surprise. “You too?”

      “Wait, you both had nightmares last night?”

      Tanya nodded. “Shane too. That’s why he went to the studio so early. He’s trying to get his mind off it. He wouldn’t say what he dreamed about, but he seemed pretty disturbed by it.”

      “I know how he feels,” Andy nodded. “I almost never remember my dreams, but this one seemed so vivid. It’s still fresh in my mind.”

      There was a moment of silence, then Andy burst out laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” Simone asked.

      “Listen to us. We’re freaked out by dreams. I mean, we all had weird dreams. Some of us drank last night. We’re staying in this big house in the middle of nowhere. I mean, it’s not unheard of.”

      “Okay, so what was your dream about?” Simone asked, curious.

      Andy looked at the painting above the fireplace. It was of a bearded man with short nutmeg-colored hair and a beard with just a few grey hairs. He held a fiddle by its neck, the base resting against his leg. “That guy,” he said, pointing.

      “Isn’t that Dempsey?”

      Andy shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve never even heard of the guy until Shane told us he wanted to record the album here.” He thought for a few seconds. “But who else would it be?”

      “A relative maybe?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “But he was the guy in the dream?”

      “Yeah, which is weird because I never really looked at that painting until now. I mean, I knew it was there, but I didn’t take a good look at it.”

      “So, what was your dream?”

      “I dreamed I was walking through the front door of the house, and I saw a guy, that guy,” Andy pointed at the painting once again, “hanging from the third-floor balcony. But the rope was long enough that his feet were almost eye-level. When I looked up, I saw his face. His eyes snapped open, and he said, ‘Finish it.’”

      “Finish it?”

      “Yeah. Why, is that important?”

      “I don’t know. But those words were in my dream too.”

      “They were?”

      “It wasn’t the same dream, though. I was standing in the hall outside the studio. It was dark. The only light was from the lightning outside. I kept calling it for you guys, but no one answered. I think I was the only one in the house. Then I heard this voice. It sounded weird. Like the voice of some kind of creature or something.”

      “And it said, ‘Finish it?’”

      Simone nodded. “Weird, right? I know dreams have some kind of meaning, but I don’t know what this one means.”

      They both looked at Tanya, who had been sitting there, not saying a word, but her face had grown paler as the other two had talked.

      “What about you?”

      “Huh?” Tanya looked as though they had pulled her out of a trance.

      “What was your dream about?” Simone asked.

      “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “Did someone tell you to finish something?”

      “I don’t remember.” She stood. “I’m going to check on the girls. Make sure they’re getting along okay.” She walked across the room and disappeared up the stairs, Andy and Simon watching as she went.

      “She’s a bit of an odd one.”

      “You expected someone sane to stay married to Shane?”

      “It’s just I never noticed before. She seemed … I don’t know … normal every other time I’ve met her.”

      They sat in silence, both deep in thought. Andy realized he had finished his coffee and wanted another, but he was too lazy to get it. He held onto the cup as if hoping it would refill itself by magic.

      “You know, Laura said she a nightmare too last night.”

      “What about?”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t ask. Didn’t think there was anything weird about it until I found out you, Tanya, and Shane had them. For all we know, Kurt and Don had them too. Maybe even Becky and Emma.”

      “It has to be a coincidence.”

      “Does it?”

      Simone was the sole member of the group with spiritual inklings. The rest of them either considered themselves atheist or agnostic, but Simone always talked about how she felt there was something beyond the material world. She wasn’t Christian, though. Andy could have handled that, having grown up in the Catholic Church. Simone was one of those people that knew she believed in something but didn’t quite know what, so she picked what she liked from different faiths—discarding the rest—and mashed them together into something unique and unrecognizable.

      “There could be something supernatural going on.”

      “What? Like a ghost?”

      “Like anything. There’s so much we don’t understand. How many unexplained things happen every day? Hundreds? Thousands?”

      “Unexplained doesn’t mean that there’s no explanation. It just means science hasn’t figured one out yet.”

      “And what if science never does?”

      “Then I guess we’ll never know.”

      “You know, I’m all for science. It tells us so much about the world and how it works. But it only goes so far. Science tells us about the material world. But it can’t tell us anything about an immaterial world. I hear it all the time. Science hasn’t proven the existence of anything supernatural. That’s because it can’t. Not because science is flawed, but the whole point of it is to study the natural world. Not the supernatural one.”

      “Do you really want to have this conversation?”

      “Why? Do you think I’m one of those people that can’t disagree with something without it becoming a full-blown argument? We’re just talking here. Believe me or don’t; it doesn’t matter. All I’m saying is, if we can’t think of a natural explanation for something, it doesn’t mean there is one we haven’t found. There are other options.”

      “And sometimes there are explanations we haven’t found yet. So, how do we know when it’s a natural explanation we haven’t discovered or a supernatural one we haven’t considered?”

      “I don’t know. But it keeps things interesting, doesn’t it?”

      Andy stood. His discomfort with the direction of the conversation motivated him to refill his coffee.

      “Where are you going? I thought we were talking.”

      “To get more coffee. Then I might as well get the drums set up before Shane gets on my ass about it.”

      “Got any plans for the rest of the day?”

      He shook his head. “Not really. I might go for a walk. You know, check out the woods around the house and get some fresh air.”

      “Sounds like fun. Mind if I join you?”

      Andy was a bit surprised. This would mark the first time she would suggest them hanging out without Shane and Kurt. Of course, back home she had friends. Here, her options were more limited, so he shouldn’t have been all that surprised—though he wasn’t sure if he should allow her to join. Ever since Shane brought it up, he’d been second-guessing his feelings for Simone. He assumed his feelings were platonic, but now he wondered if he felt something more or if the power of suggestion was at work after Shane’s insistence. Of course, even if he had feelings outside of their working relationship, he thought it was obvious she didn’t reciprocate them, so it didn’t matter. He could keep his mouth shut and they could keep things as they were.

      But she might also want to join so they could continue their natural versus supernatural discussion. He wasn’t sure he was up for it but, to his surprise, the word “sure” escaped his lips.
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      “Remind me again why we couldn’t just do this at your studio?” Andy asked after hearing Shane curse for the hundredth time in ten minutes.

      Shane stopped messing with the wires under the desk and looked at him, annoyed. “Just get the drums set up, would you? And don’t worry about mics. I’ll take care of them after.”

      Shane had already laid out a mat where he wanted the drums in the back corner of the room. The room was large enough that, with both men on either end of it, Andy felt a need to yell for Shane to hear him.

      He started with the bass drum, lining it up on the mat where he wanted it, then started removing items from the hardware bag, lining them up so he could find them when he needed them.

      He looked over at Shane, noticing he was back under the table, fooling around with wires and cursing under his breath. Andy would have offered to help, but he knew nothing about recording or anything that didn’t involve sitting down and playing his instrument. He continued to work on the task assigned to him until Shane yelled out again.

      “I’m serious. Why are we here? You had a perfectly good studio back home.”

      Shane stood, being careful not to bang his head on the table again. He looked at Andy with a look that the other couldn’t tell if it was annoyance, anger, or a combination of the two. “Do you have any idea how many albums I’ve recorded in that studio?”

      Andy shook his head.

      “I started it almost twenty years ago. That’s almost half my life. I started with a two-channel mixer, a couple of mics, and my laptop. I built that place from nothing. Now, I record at least an album a month. I get bands from all over the province recording in my studio.” He sighed, shaking his head. “I wanted our album to be different. This is the first time I’m recording an album for my band. I wanted it to be an experience. Something for us to remember.”

      Shane gestured around him. “Do you have any idea where we are? This is the home of Charles Dempsey, one of the greatest Canadian musicians. The man was a legend. What better place to record our album than in the place where he worked on his last, unfinished record? The place where his legacy ended?”

      Andy said nothing. Until that moment, he hadn’t realized how important this was to Shane. As much as it bothered him that Shane had made this decision—like he did most band decisions, on his own without consulting the others—he now understood why he had been so insistent. Still, Andy could not shake the feeling there was more to it than Shane was letting on.

      They both continued to work in silence. After years of using the same setup, he had his system down pat and could get it done in about a half-hour, excluding tuning, which Shane had told him not to bother with, as he knew how he wanted the drums to sound.

      There were many reasons it was difficult to be in a band with Shane, not the least of which was Shane being a drummer first. And quite an accomplished one. Before they met, Shane had spent most of his time on the road, touring as a drummer with some of the country’s biggest names in music. He’d also appeared on many albums, which was where he learned the ins and outs of studio recording.

      They met after Shane had decided it was time to think about starting a family, which he didn’t believe he could do while on the road all the time. This led to him starting his own recording studio—at first a small outfit he ran out of his house, then one moved into its own building as it grew. Still, he wasn’t ready to give up playing music and wanted to form a band to play local gigs, never straying outside of Northern Ontario, so even if he had to travel, it was never for more than an overnight stay.

      Shane was several years Andy’s senior and he’d been playing their shared instrument longer, so he was more advanced. Not to mention he was more motivated to improve. Andy had come to a place where he knew enough to play the styles of music people wanted to hear, and became stagnant, focusing more on learning specific songs than improving his technique. With Shane being the better drummer, he was critical of Andy’s playing. Even with the songs they had written over the years that they were about to record, Shane had taken it upon himself to write the drum parts himself rather than allow Andy to come up with his own.

      A burst of static filled the room, identical to the one Andy heard the day before, but this time at a volume he was sure should have blown the radio’s speaker. He didn’t think the old radios could go that loud without some sort of amplifier.

      Both men rushed over to the radio, neither aware they were doing the same thing. Andy, being closer, got to it first. He flicked the off button, but this time nothing happened. The deafening static sound continued. He tried the switch a few more times, turning the device on and off again, but the result was the same.

      “Turn it off!” Shane yelled.

      “I’m trying! The switch broke.”

      Shane yanked it out of his hands and attempted himself, flicking the switch several times just as Andy had done. He got the same result.

      Frustrated, Andy followed the power cord to an outlet and was about to pull it. Just before he did, he thought he heard a voice hidden within the static. It was slow. Deliberate. Uttering one syllable every second: fin … nish … it.

      He pulled the cord, killing the radio, and the room went silent once again. Shane stood in place, still holding the device in his hands. He stared at it, his mouth open, and Andy was certain he’d heard the voice as well.
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      Despite Shane’s assurances that nothing weird had happened and the incident with the radio was because of short in the device, Andy was glad to be out of the house, if only for a brief time. For the first ten minutes, they walked in silence. Andy felt awkward and didn’t know what to say, so he waited for Simone to start the conversation.

      The going wasn’t as easy as he’d hoped. If there had been a trail at any point, it had become overgrown with trees and plants. They had to push aside branches to make their way through, making sure not to let them snap back and hit whoever was behind in the face.

      “Listen to those birds,” Simone said after a time, stopping to listen. “And the wind moving through the leaves. You don’t hear those things in the city.”

      Andy stopped with her but said nothing. Instead, he waited for her to continue walking. He agreed with her though. Even though the city had its share of birds and trees, with everything else that went on, no one seemed to take much notice of the natural beauty surrounding them.

      Even something as simple as the squishing sounds their footsteps made walking through the mud was noticeable out here. And instead of smelling exhaust fumes from cars, or the smoke rising from factory stacks, or garbage left rotting on the sidewalks, out here all he could smell was the decomposing leaves that had fallen from the trees, which smelled similar to dung and he didn’t find pleasant. This might be part of the explanation why he preferred living in the city rather than rural areas.

      Simone walked again, not having anything else to add to her comment. Andy was okay with that. Though he wasn’t comfortable with the silence, it was better than some discussions they might have had.

      “So,” she said, this time still moving, ducking under a branch as she spoke, “how come you’re single?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She laughed. “Don’t worry. I’m not hitting on you. I’m just being nosy. We’ve been in a band together for a long time and I think this is the first time we’ve ever been alone together. We never talk outside of band stuff and as far as I know, you’ve never had a girlfriend the whole time we’ve known each other. I’m just curious why.”

      “Haven’t met the right girl, I guess.”

      “Shane says you’re a player.”

      “Oh, he does, does he?”

      “Well, we’ve all seen the girls you pick up at gigs. I don’t know if I’d call you a player, but you’ve had your fair share of women.”

      Andy didn’t know which was worse: the discussion on spirituality or the one in which Simone lectured him on treating women as objects, even though he didn’t feel that he was.

      “I mean, it’s none of my business. Consenting adults and closed doors and all that. But you seem like an okay guy. I don’t get any creep vibes from you or anything, so I was wondering why you never got into a long-term relationship.”

      “I don’t know,” he said, then stopped walking and thought about it. “No, wait. That’s not true. I do know.” He started moving again. “It’s just I never had time for any kind of relationship. I’ve got two other bands other than with you guys and that keeps me pretty busy.”

      “I’m sure you can make it work. James and I did. For a while, at least.”

      “And look how that turned out.”

      “It wasn’t the band that ended our marriage.”

      She didn’t bother to explain any further, leaving Andy to fill in the blanks on his own as to what might have happened. There were too many possibilities for him to even begin making an educated guess.

      “So, you’re in two other bands? How did I not know this?”

      “I never mentioned it. As long as it didn’t conflict with this one, I didn’t see any reason to.”

      She gave him a look.

      “Don’t feel left out. I never told Shane or Kurt either.”

      “Why three bands? The Awkward Pauses aren’t satisfying you enough?”

      “I don’t have the luxury of a day job like you guys. Shane’s got the studio, you have your fiddle and step dance school, Kurt’s in construction. You guys don’t rely on gigs to make ends meet.”

      Simone stopped again and drew the sleeves of her sweater over her hands. “Do you find it cold?”

      “Yes, but what do you expect for mid-October?”

      “True.”

      Andy rubbed his hands together, noticing for the first time they were red from the chilly wind. He would have put them in his coat pocket but needed them to clear tree branches out of his way.

      “How long have we been out here, anyway?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Forty-five minutes. An hour, maybe.” He was guessing. He didn’t know what time they’d started so there was no way of telling how long they’d been wandering through the forest.

      “Well, I think I’ve had my fill of nature for today,” she informed him. “We should head back.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Andy stayed behind her as they went, just as he had during the entire hike. He noticed she held her phone in one hand as they walked, but he wasn’t sure why. They were too far from the house to get a Wi-Fi signal and there was no cell service anywhere except the nearby town. Dempsey’s house was the only one for miles, so no one had bothered putting up a tower in the area.

      He enjoyed the quiet, something he had little of in his life. Noise filled his days and most of his nights. Living downtown, there were always typical city noises: cars honking, people yelling, sirens wailing, and people who felt everyone within earshot needed to hear their crappy music. He had band rehearsals and gigs. This was the first time he could remember hearing silence, save for their footsteps.

      He enjoyed it while it lasted and hoped that Simone knew the way back.
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      Don Pace was more than a little annoyed. He was the band’s manager, not their errand boy. Yet, here he was, in town trying to find a store that sold activities for the group to occupy their evenings. He couldn’t deny he was happy to be out of the house for a bit, but it was the lack of respect he hated.

      The town of Ashville wasn’t large by any means. The population sign he drove past announced there were about five-thousand residents. Almost small enough for them to change the sign anytime someone was born or passed away, he thought.

      Even the main street screamed small town. There were few cars and people waved to him as he drove by. There were no department stores. He understood why a franchise wouldn’t set up shop here, but he couldn’t even find one that was privately owned. Specialty shops lined the sides of the street. Jewelry stores, candy stores, sporting goods stores, florists, and others. The town seemed to have everything except what he wanted. His fingers drummed along to the radio. It was a song he didn’t recognize but it was catchy, and he made a mental note to find out what it was later.

      He came upon a diner and realized it was after twelve-thirty. He pulled in, figuring he should get some lunch while he was in town. The place smelled of a mixture of foods, both enticing and disgusting at the same time. There was an opening that gave customers a glimpse into the kitchen and where servers could holler the food orders at the cooks. It also allowed Don to hear the loud sizzle of meat cooking.

      The lunch crowd, if there was one in a town this size, had gone; a few stragglers remained. Don grabbed a booth and slid in. Within a minute, a menu dropped on the table in front of him and he looked up to see an older woman holding a coffee pot. Her nametag informed him her name was Flo.

      “Coffee?” she said in a Tom Waits after-smoking-fifty-packs-of-cigarettes-in-a-row voice.

      “Just water, please.”

      She walked off after giving him an irritated look, as if having to walk back to the counter to get the water jug was more work than they paid her to do. When she returned, her attitude had not adjusted, but she at least made the effort to pretend that it had. “So, what brings you to our fair town?” she asked as she poured water into an empty glass.

      “Is it that obvious I’m not from around here?”

      “In a town this small, you get to know the people. Especially when you’ve lived here as long as me.”

      “And how long is that?”

      “I was born here.”

      “Well, I’m in town to do some shopping.”

      “You’re better off going to the city. There’s not much around here. Nothing you can’t find back home, anyway.”

      “We’re staying nearby. Up the highway a bit.

      “The Dempsey place?”

      “That’s right. Did you know him?”

      She thought for a few seconds, though in her line of work she would know faces more than names. “He was a musician, right?”

      “That would be the one.”

      “He came here for breakfast. Nice enough guy. He ordered bacon and eggs every morning. Why are you staying there? There’s a motel in town, you know.”

      “I manage a band. They’re recording an album there.”

      She nodded but it didn’t seem like his explanation satisfied her curiosity. “Nothing good happens in a place like that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know. Where someone died the way he did.”

      It occurred to Don he’d never asked Shane how Dempsey died. Or where. He assumed it was in a hospital bed under normal circumstances. Cancer. Heart attack. Something along those lines.

      “How did he die?” Don asked.

      “Hung himself, I heard.”

      “Did you hear why?”

      Flo shook her head. “The article didn’t say.” She nodded her head toward the menu, untouched on the table. “Know what you want yet?”

      “Uh, no. Sorry. Haven’t even looked at the menu yet.”

      “Give me a yell when you’re ready.”

      He picked up the menu and realized he didn’t even need to look at it. It was all the standard fare you’d find in any diner like this one. All-day breakfast, salads, burgers. Nothing to separate it from other restaurants, but Don guessed this was one of maybe two or three in town, so not much competition.

      Even though his doctor advised him he needed to eat healthier than he had been, he decided on a bacon-burger and fries.

      He found Flo and motioned to her he was ready, but she was in the middle of a conversation and help up a finger to tell him it would be a minute. It was obvious to Don people ate here for lack of options rather than the stellar customer service.

      When the server made her way over, she said, “Was talking to Eddie about that Dempsey guy. He doesn’t know why he offed himself either.”

      “It wasn’t important enough for you to have asked other people about it. I was just curious.”

      “Thought I’d ask. If anyone would know, it’d be Eddie. They used to talk in here all the time.”

      “Just how long have you worked here?”

      “Forty years. I was the first person hired when George and Edna opened the place.”

      He placed his order. Don had noticed the recent trend of servers not writing orders and Flo was no different. As he spoke, she nodded and picked up the menu before walking away. He hoped she got it right when she relayed the order to the cook.

      He took a sip of water and pulled out his phone, making sure he had missed no calls or messages. There were none, so he opened the Facebook app and scrolled through his timeline while waiting for his food to arrive. But he couldn’t concentrate on any of the posts. He felt uncomfortable and wasn’t sure why. It was a feeling that crept up on him and pounced. He turned around, scanning the few people in the diner, and saw Eddie staring at him. The man didn’t even bother to hide it. His eyes bored into Don’s, as if threatening him and Don wanted to run but common sense and hunger kept him seated.
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      Kurt had known Shane longer than anyone else in their merry band of adventurers. Before Simone and before Andy, Kurt and Shane toured together and had made a name for themselves as one of the best rhythm sections in the province, so he was confident he knew Shane well enough to know when something was up. And there was no doubt in his mind something was bothering his friend at that moment, though he also knew him well enough to know trying to get it out of him was about as pointless as trying to teach math to a pigeon.

      It wasn’t because Shane was in a foul mood or that he acted condescendingly toward everyone around him. Those things were part of his personality and what endeared him to some. No. It was something else that Kurt couldn’t quite put his finger on. Part of it, he knew, was Shane had spent little time with Tanya or Emma since they’d arrived. That wasn’t like him at all. But there was something else as well and Kurt made it his goal to figure out what.

      He watched Shane setting up the equipment. Since Shane insisted on doing everything himself, Kurt only had to set up his bass, which didn’t take long at all. It was a matter of having it plugged-in ready. There wasn’t even much point in tuning until right before he had to play. Though he owned an extensive collection of bass guitars, he’d only brought his trusty Warwick five-string for the recording. It was his favorite and his instrument of choice on every gig. It had been for a few years now. He set it on its stand and congratulated himself on a job well done.

      “Well, that took a lot out of me. I need a nap after all that.”

      “Huh?” Shane looked up, too engrossed in what he was doing to hear Kurt’s joke.

      “Never mind. What is up with you?”

      “What do you mean? I’m busy, that’s all.”

      “No. There’s something else.”

      “No idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, okay. Sure.”

      Shane shook his head and went back to work. He had most of the studio set up sooner than expected and it looked to Kurt like he was just making some last-minute adjustments. There was even a makeshift vocal booth for Shane and Simone to record their vocals.

      Kurt pulled himself onto a table and sat, watching his friend work. Part of his strategy in getting Shane to talk was to make him uncomfortable enough that Shane would do anything to make him leave.

      It took Shane close to five minutes to notice. “It won’t work.”

      “What?”

      “Whatever this is you’re doing.”

      Kurt feigned innocence. “I have no idea what you might be referring to.”

      Shane let out an exaggerated sigh and did his best to pretend his friend wasn’t there, but Kurt’s constant stare made it difficult. “Are you serious right now?”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “That’s my point. You’re done setting up, so why don’t you find something else to do and let me finish? I’m almost ready to do some ghost tracks, anyway.”

      “You’ve been up here for hours. Why don’t you take a break, and we’ll go grab some lunch?”

      “Nah. I just want to get this done by dinner, so I’ll have the evening to just chill.”

      “With Tanya and Emma?”

      “Sure. Whatever. Can you just let me do this please?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Of course.”

      Kurt left the room but didn’t feel right. Shane was more stubborn than a hangry feline and there was no use in pushing him any further. He went down to the main floor and grabbed his coat, checking the pockets to make sure he still had a rolled joint. Then he went outside to light up. He found Laura outside, surprised to find her doing the very thing he’d planned to do.
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