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For all of you who watch rom-coms after a scary movie…

tell your sleep demon I said hi.
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SLEEPY LITTLE TOWNS
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Sleepy little towns are often quiet little towns, 

much like peaceful little towns,

and happy little towns. 

and in happy, little towns, 

there are happy, little people,

  with happy, little hobbies

that keep their bodies busy,

but none of those hobbies,

include the slashing,

and thrashing,

or smashing

of bodies,

because the bodies

of people

in sleepy,

quiet,

peaceful,

happy,

  little towns…
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THE SHED

 

 

 

November 18, 1982

 

Dear Nicole,

I am writing this in such a hurry. 

I hope I can get the words on the page in a way that makes sense to you. I tried calling your landline, but I kept getting your answering machine…

 

I made it here yesterday. And yes, just like the doctor said, my father is acting quite strange lately. He’s talking to himself, saying the most bizarre things. I wasn’t able to sleep last night—I swear I can hear his voice through the walls of this damn house.

 

And today was horrible. He won’t let me out of his sight. I only have time to write this because he’s napping now.

You were right, I never should have come back. But now that I’m here, I can’t seem to get away from him. Please answer your phone, I need to hear your voice.

 

I have to go now, but I promise to write soon. 

 

I miss you, 

          Margo

 


 

***

November 23, 1982

 

Dear Nicole, 

Sorry I haven’t been able to write much this past week—my father has been acting out. I received your letter two days ago in the mail. He tried to read it, saying he knew a Nicole. As if Nicole isn’t a popular name. I tried to tell him the letter was mine, but then he started badgering me about why the Nicole he knows was sending letters to the house. 

 

He kept saying, “That damn reporter will ruin everything!”

We got into a huge screaming match when I told him again that you were my Nicole, you’re not even a reporter, and that I never heard of this other woman he was ranting about. Then he threatened to call my mother on me. He kept screaming Sylvia! Sylvia! as if she would’ve walked right into the kitchen then and there. As you can tell, it’s getting worse. 

 

I spoke to his doctor at his last appointment and they claim it’s only a matter of time. I feel selfish, but I wanted to ask how much longer it will take. Being near him, being in this house is suffocating. But he’s all alone.

 

I know you wrote that your answering machine doesn’t have any missed messages, but can you look again? I could’ve sworn I left you at least three. But if not, I’ll try again later this afternoon and make sure to wait for the beep if you aren’t able to answer. I can use a payphone if that helps, but I don’t want my father to grow suspicious. He doesn’t like deviating from his schedule, but I’ll sneak out in the middle of the night if I have to.

 

I miss you. I hope we can talk soon. And please hug my cats for me, thank you again for keeping an eye on them.

Margo

 

***

November 30, 1982

 

Dear Nicole,

I don’t even know how to explain this past week. 

Hell? Torture? The worst seven days of my life?

 

My father is out of his mind. Every single night he paces around his room, speaking to no one in whispers I can hear from down the hall. I don’t even know how that’s possible, but I swear I can. 

 

I’ve confronted him about this a million times and he keeps claiming that I’ve gone insane. Me!

 

A few nights ago, I barged into his room and saw him standing in front of the window. Just standing. I asked him if everything was fine and he said it was “now that the family is together.” 

 

What the hell does that even mean?

 

Now, I know the doctor says I shouldn’t say anything to work him up, so I tried to hold my tongue. I told him maybe he needs a new prescription for his sleep meds, or to read a book, or something that would stop him from driving me completely and utterly insane in the middle of the night. But he kept telling me that it’s my mother speaking to him. He was completely serious, staring at me like I had grown two heads when I tried to tell him she’s not here anymore.

I shouldn’t have done it, but I’ve slept barely six hours in the last three nights. Maybe all of this is making me insane.

 

He began screaming her name again, begging me to search the house for her. I felt horrible, but I didn’t have the heart to tell him no.

 

We looked in all the rooms, under the bed, in the kitchen. All the while he was panicking and calling out her name. But when we passed by the window showing the backyard…Nicole, I swear the strangest thing happened. 

 

He began to smile. 

 

My father began to smile and waved out the window at the shed. “She’s over there, honey. Look!”

 

I turned to where he was waving, but there was nothing there. It was just the shed. I’ve been making sure to double-lock the doors and windows, especially after what happened last time.

 

Please answer the phone. I miss hearing your voice.

 

Margo

***

 

December 2, 1982

 

Dear Nicole, 

It felt so good to hear your voice today. Perhaps you’re right, maybe my father’s landline is having some issues. I’ll be sure to call the phone company when I get the chance. In the meantime, at least we know the payphones are a good option.

 

I know I told you I would think about you coming to keep me company, and I really want you to. But with the way my father’s been acting, I think you’d better stay home with Luna and Bastien. Give them extra treats for me.

 

I can’t wait to hear your beautiful voice again and have you in my arms. Hopefully soon.

 

Forever yours,

          Margo

***

 

December 8, 1982

 

Dear Nicole, 

I am so sorry I haven’t called or written you back. My father has taken up nearly every bit of my time and sanity. 

 

I’m happy to read that you’re getting a promotion. It’s about damn time they recognize what a wicked talent you are. I’m so proud of you, babe. I promise to take you out and celebrate when I get back.

 

As for your questions: no, I’m not sleeping well. I find myself nodding off during the day when I’m trying to clean the house or take care of this never-ending list of things to do. My father still makes noises at night, but they aren’t whispers anymore. They don’t sound like they used to. It’s weird…

 

Last night, I tiptoed to his room and listened against the door. There were the strangest sounds, muffled as if someone was speaking far away. I’m not sure how to explain it exactly. 

 

And then it was quiet.

 

I tried pushing my ear against the door, and I swear the second I did there was a huge bang. It was like something heavy fell on the floor. I immediately opened it, thinking the intruder came back for my father. But no. He was just standing there, looking out the window. He didn’t even budge when I asked what happened. It was like he couldn’t even hear me. Nothing in his room seemed broken—not a thing out of place. But I know I heard the bang. I know I’m not going crazy.

 

Nicole, I don’t even recognize him anymore. It’s like the man in this house isn’t even my father. And this house…I feel like a ghost here. I’m starting to think that “a matter of time” may never come.

 

And I miss you, more than ever.

 

Margo

 

PS: I couldn’t get a hold of the phone company, so I’ll try to call when I can from a payphone.

 

PPS: Kiss the cats for me and tell them I love them. I hope they love me, too. 

 

 

***

December 12, 1982

 

Nicole,

I’m leaving. I swear to god I am leaving once I find a nurse for my father. I can’t stay in this house anymore.

 

My father is now sneaking out of the house in the middle of the damn night. It nearly scared me half to death. I thought the intruder had returned for sure. And all I could think about was how I shouldn’t have come here. How I should’ve never answered the hospital’s phone call. How I wished so badly to be with you. 

 

When I finally got the courage to leave my room, every fucking light in the house was on. I ran into my father’s room and he was gone. Completely gone. I freaked out and called his name. I ran through every room, thinking that someone had taken him or worse. Until I saw the back door wide open. And there was my father, standing in front of that shed. 

Nicole, I want to come home. I want to be with you.

 

I love you,

Margo

 

PS: I’ve been calling, but it still goes to your answering machine. But at least I’ve been getting your letters. Please keep writing to me. You’re the only thing keeping me sane. 

 

***

December 15, 1982

 

Nicole,      

I don’t know what to say or how to start this letter. So I guess I’ll just get to the point.

 

The other day, I was washing dishes and noticed the shed was slightly open. I think we both know that my father had something to do with it. But it’s weird, I felt like I needed an excuse to go to it, and the door being open felt like an invitation.

 

The shed is nothing remarkable. The wood is old and gnarled, the red paint is dull now after being exposed to the elements for too long. But with every step I took toward it, it felt like the air around me thinned. I know that sounds strange, but it’s the only way I know how to explain it.

 

I had this awful feeling in my stomach, like the kind you get when the girl in the slasher flick is walking down the dark road alone. You know something is coming, but you don’t know what it is. And that feeling in your gut—in my gut—was telling me to go back into the house.

 

But I needed to see what my father kept looking for. Why was he so obsessed with this shed?

 

Nicole, I swear my hand was inches from the handle when my father appeared in the corner of my eye. Words cannot describe the fear I felt in that moment. There is no possible way this sick man could have snuck around me so fast. He was napping for god’s sake.

All he did was smile. That fucking smile. I can’t close my eyes without seeing it. I don’t even know who he is anymore. This is not my father. This is someone something else entirely.

 

Why did I have to come back? Why was the funeral not enough? I will never do this to myself, to us, again. You are my family now and I love you.

 

Yes, Nicole, to answer your last letter, it was not a mistake writing those words.

 

I love you. 

 

I love you, I love you, I love you. And when I come back, I promise to make sure you feel it every day of our lives.

 

Margo

 

PS: I’m still looking for nurses, but none of them are answering my calls right now. I promise, no matter what, I will be home by Christmas.

 

***

December 18, 1982

 

Nicole,

I know you say you’re busy in the city and I guess it’s true for people in the country, too. It seems no one is working in December. I’ve tried to call every nurse, doctor, and hospital in the area and it seems I can only reach answering machines or endless rings on the other end. 

 

If I’m being frank, I still don’t know why I haven’t been able to reach you by phone, Nicole. I know you’re busy, and I am so happy for you.

 

But I need you. I need to hear your voice telling me everything will be okay…

 

I hate to say this, I hate myself for doing this, but I am leaving my father and going back home. I’ll drive out on the 23rd so I can make it back in time for Christmas, like I promised you.

 

My father…he isn’t my father anymore. I tried, I really did try, to talk to him about his behavior. The scratching at night, the whispers, the bangs, the shed, everything. But all he wanted to do was sit down and drink fucking coffee with a smile on his face. I told him that he needed to listen, to talk to me or I would leave, but he kept saying my mother wouldn’t like that. 

 

I lost it, Nicole. And for once, I’m not sorry. I screamed at him. I told him I was leaving in a week, told him that I couldn’t handle being in this house with him anymore. I couldn’t deal with who he’s becoming. Then he became hysterical. He told me I couldn’t leave, that we had to “be a family.” 

 

I stormed out of the kitchen as my father screamed after me. He’s never done that before. And it wasn’t his screaming that scared me, but what he said.

 

“She’s waiting for you!”

 

Nicole, I’m writing this now with my door locked, still hearing the sounds from my father’s room. I don’t know why my father won’t let her go—I don’t know why he still pretends to talk with her. And I don’t know why he keeps watching that fucking shed, but I’m starting to think that maybe there was no intruder after all…

 

Keep me in your thoughts. I love you.

 

Margo

***

 

 

December 19, 1982

 

Nicole,

I am going to the shed. I am giving my father his sleeping pills early so it will still be light out when I go. There’s no way he’ll be able to sneak up on me like last time. 

 

I need to see what it is he’s watching. Or what it is that he seems to want to keep hidden there.

 

Thank you for being so strong and taking care of things back home for me. Give my love to Luna and Bastien. But most of all, I give my love to you.

 

I love you, Nicole. You’ve always been my sweetheart.

 

Margo

 

PS: Once I see the mailman pick up this letter, I will go. 

 

***

 

December 19th, 1982

 

Margo, 

It’s been over a week since I last got a letter from you. I swear, I have no missed messages on my answering machine. I had my dad come over to take a look just in case, but it’s fine. I’m sure it’s your father’s landline, being out there in the middle of nowhere…   

 

Luna and Bastien are doing fine. I decided to bring them over to my apartment since your stay at your father’s has been taking so long. I hope that’s okay.

 

Your last letter really worried me, and you should stay away from the shed. Please, even if it is nothing, it’s not worth the risk.

 

I really think you need to come home as soon as you can. 

 

Bring your father if you must, just come back safe. 

 

I love you,

 

Nicole

 

PS: I can’t wait to see you at Christmas. Luna and Bastien miss you.

 

***

 

Margo watched as the mailman dropped off and picked up the mail for the day. She thought about speaking to him, inquiring about the townspeople or whether there were any issues with the phones she should be aware of.

She put on her shoes and walked toward him, but he didn’t seem to notice her, quickly tending to his business on the cold, windy day and jumping back into his truck.

“Wait!” she called out, picking up the pace. “I just have a question!”

Even as she waved her arms about, the mailman ignored her, shifting into gear and taking off past her house and down the dirt road. 

“Asshole,” she muttered under her breath. 

A harsher breeze nearly pushed her back and she realized now that she was outside without a coat. She turned on her heel, looking at the house that didn’t feel like her old home anymore.       Under a bleak, gray sky it loomed before her like a cage waiting to trap her. The vines that once grew along the exterior walls like a lush vertical garden now looked like claws grounding the structure in place. Promising, or threatening, rather, that the house would never let go. The wooden porch was rickety, in desperate need of repairs. The windows were nearly black so that she could not see through them even in the faint light of day. Perhaps that was the worst part. 

Not knowing what exactly she was afraid of—that was always the worst part of being here.

Despite her nerves, she walked back inside and grabbed a jacket. She peered into her father’s room and saw that the pills had done their job. Her father slept soundly, peacefully. He was snoring softly and Margo nearly forgot to be scared. 

That is, until she heard it.

The sound of a door swinging open and closed outside. A faint, innocent sound, but one that brought Margo back to reality. She followed the sound, though she already knew what it was and where it was coming from. She walked back down the hall, took a right into the kitchen, and peered out the window just above the sink. The shed door was swinging open and closed, the wind pushing it just enough to reveal the darkness inside. 

Margo swallowed and zipped her coat up to the top. 

She felt numb, and not from the cold, as she stepped out the back door. She could hear the crunch of the snow beneath her boots, the sounds of the wind as it howled past her face. But her eyes were fixed on the shed. 

Her imagination was working overtime, thinking up all the logical and illogical reasons the shed would be open and why her father was so fascinated with it. 

She was closing in on it.

Her stomach twisted in knots she didn’t know were possible, but her body couldn’t stop moving forward.

There was something her father didn’t yet want her to see…but the thing in the house was no longer her father, was it?

Her legs felt like she was trudging through quicksand, her heart thudding so loudly it nearly blocked out the sound of the wind.

And before she knew it, she was standing in front of the shed. The door was no longer swinging open, and the air was still and silent.

“Your mother’s been waiting for you.”

Margo didn’t need to turn to know that the thing in her father’s body was next to her. She couldn’t respond, her lips trembling too much to form coherent words. Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. 

“Go inside, my dear.”

Margo squeezed her eyes shut, but the rest of her body betrayed her. It was as if she was no longer in control of herself as her hand gripped the handle. 

She could run away.  

She could jump in her truck and get out of Dodge in a matter of seconds if she just let go of the handle.

She could be with Nicole in the city, living together with her two cats in bliss.

“She wants to say hello.” An icy, decaying hand placed itself on hers, forcing Margo to pull the handle. 

“No,” she whimpered, unable to stop, unable to run.

Together, they opened the shed door. 



***

 

 

County News | Special Edition | 25/12/1982

THE CREST FALLS TRIBUNE

 

Christmas tragedy strikes Crest Falls community

 

BY NICOLE RENNER 

 

A Crest Falls County man, 58, and his daughter, 32, were discovered dead in their home after an apparent murder-suicide, according to police. Detectives identified the two people as Michael and Margo Wallace, respectively. 

Police found them unresponsive in a shed on Michael Wallace’s property around 3:45 p.m. Friday after a friend of Margo Wallace requested police conduct a wellness check on the premises.

This is not the first tragedy to strike the Wallace home. Six months ago, Michael Wallace’s wife, Sylvia Wallace, was the victim of an apparent home invasion turned murder. The suspect in that case has not been found as of this article. 

 

Sheriff Gilbert Lewis of the Crest Falls County Sheriff’s Department released the following statement: “Letters sent by Margo Wallace, obtained from a witness, indicate an ongoing conflict between her and her father, Mr. Wallace. It is the conclusion of this department that Margo Wallace was experiencing derangements that may have led her to tragically kill her father with sleeping pills before taking her own life with a weapon found on the scene. Due to these tragic circumstances, we are investigating the possibility of Margo Wallace’s involvement in her mother, Sylvia Wallace’s murder. We do not have enough information to disclose the status of our investigation at this time.”

***

 

“You know damn well this was no murder-suicide, Lewis,” Nicole Renner muttered to the sheriff. It was late, and they were alone at her desk as she typed the last words of the article set to run in next morning’s print. 

“I’m the one who found them. There’s no doubt about it.”

“Oh, so your word is gold, now?”

“Mine and the county coroner’s, yes.”

“Jeff can barely see two feet in front of him since his stroke. You should get a second opinion.”

“It’s the best we got, Nicole.”

“Best my ass,” she snapped as she eyed the open binder atop a cluster of papers on her desk. Nicole was never known for being neat and tidy, but the mess always made sense. She knew exactly where everything was. Just like she knew that this case was more than a daughter scorned. 

“I don’t know what to tell you—the facts are the facts. I’m sorry your theory didn’t work out.”

“The only fact here is that you’re trying to clear your case load…the easy way.” She snatched up the heavy binder and began to flip through the pages of clippings, statements, and crime scene photos. She lifted one of Sylvia in the shed, where she had been found in the same position as Margo. 

“Bullshit, Nicole. You’ve been badgering Mr. Wallace for months and you got nothing. It’s no surprise the man cut his phone lines.”

“I’m a journalist, it’s my job to uncover the truth.” She waved the photo in his face. “And the truth here is that Michael’s story didn’t add up when his wife died.”

“The man is nearly sixty for god’s sake, you think he could’ve dragged his wife from the house to the shed without leaving a single shred of evidence?” Lewis threw his hands up and stood, clearly ready to end the conversation.

“All I am saying is that Michael was there the night Sylvia died, and he was there the day Margo died. If it is a murder-suicide, it’s the other way around.”

“We have a confession, dammit. The letters the girlfriend gave us clearly states that Margo gave her father sleeping pills. I don’t know how much more clear cut it could be.”

“Margo didn’t write she was overdosing him, just that she was giving it to him early.”

“Same thing.” Lewis waved a noncommittal hand.

“And also, the dates are not lining up. The county coroner believes Margo died weeks ago—”

“The woman was going mad, Nicole. I don’t know what else you want to hear. She could’ve mixed up the dates or something. I’m an investigator, not a mind reader.”

“The letters she wrote to Nicole sounded quite sane to me.”

“That doesn’t prove anything.”

“But—”

“The case is near closed and it’s late. I’m going home before you keep me up all night with more of your crazy theories. Have a good night.”

With that, Lewis left the room. 

Nicole was alone now.

The single light above her desk flickered as it always did when she burnt the midnight oil.

She flipped through the photos once more.

Gruesome photo after gruesome photo filled the folder.

This was the twelfth mysterious death of its kind in the county over the past year. The others happened to families not so far away from the Wallaces. All were found in a shed. All were declared home invasions gone wrong or murder-suicides.

She finally closed the binder.

Maybe Lewis was right—perhaps she was concocting crazy theories.

Nicole pulled the pages from her typewriter and placed them in the editor’s box for the morning review. She’d barely made it back to her desk when she heard a knock on the newsroom door. 

Nicole looked up, startled, but it was only Lewis again. “Did you submit your article?” he asked as he leaned against the doorframe.

“Unfortunately,” Nicole muttered as she grabbed her coat and purse. “Why are you back, did you forget your doughnut?” She scoffed. 

Lewis smiled slowly, not taking the bait. “It’s late. I thought I’d walk you to your car.”

“Wow.” She rolled her eyes. “It seems you finally learned how to be a gentleman.” 

She walked past him, fishing her car keys from her purse.

“It’s a scary place out there,” Lewis said. “If you want, I can drive you home.”
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QUEMAR

 

May 6, 1921

 

Dearest Deborah,                  


I had the most curious of days and have settled upon two facts I now know to be true. 


First, I have recently mastered the inexplicable talent of entrepreneurship, a special intuition that favors only the finest of businessmen such as myself. I was on the eight o’clock train this morning to Pecos when I heard the most unfamiliar and welcoming voice from within. 


Oil, it repeated, oil. 


As we approached the next stop, certainly a great distance from our final destination, my senses urged me to remove myself from the train at once and venture into the land. And in the depths of my soul, I knew that an opportunity of the rarest kind had presented itself to me. 


I dared not ignore it! 


My associates followed me from the train and we set forth into a town they call Quemar. Mariano has procured the son of a local innkeeper to guide us further west into the vacant, desert lands tomorrow to see it for ourselves.


Second, despite its barren appearance, I am certain Quemar is rich with oil! The scorching heat boils the dirt with such intensity that, gazing upon it, I feared it may burst through at a moment’s notice. I could feel the oil pulsing from within the tender earth, just beneath my fingertips! 


If my intuition is correct, as I know it to be, I shall procure the appropriate paperwork to begin digging and acquire the land before word of it reaches my enemies. I will write again as time allows.


 

Ever your affectionate husband,

  Albert Canterbury

 


  ***

ALBERT

 

Albert was not particularly fond of the West, nor did he much appreciate the heat. He sat up straighter in the train car and loosened his tie discreetly as his business associates slept, plagued as they were by boredom, or concentrated on their newspapers. 

The knot wouldn’t budge beneath his sweaty fingers, having been tied too tightly that morning in Albert’s fit of rage amid yet another argument with his wife. He tugged at the fabric, cursing the damned thing. 

He was fairly certain it had shrunk recently, as had his other clothing. One at time, in some way or another, everything around him shrunk. His pocketbooks, his influence, his ties to the east coast. And the smaller each became, the more he felt suffocated by it all.
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