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The House on Druid Lake

 

Isabelle Adler


Chapter One

Lakeside Lodge looked more like Dracula’s castle than a gingerbread house.

Oliver paused on the stone steps that cut across a long grass knoll and peered up at his new place of residence. It was difficult to get a proper look at the house from the road, obscured as it was by the tall chestnut oaks and red maples that surrounded it. But from this viewpoint, just outside the wrought-iron gate, the massive gable above the front porch was clearly visible, as was the turret on the right side of the roof.

Comparing the house to a castle was perhaps an exaggeration, at least where size was concerned. But it certainly possessed an old-world fairy-tale charm and an intangible aura of mystery. It had been evident even in the few photos that accompanied the online listing which had sold Oliver on it in the first place, making him contact the real estate agent and take it sight unseen. Well, that and the exceptionally low rent combined with the nice location right on Druid Lake and next to the park, just a few minutes’ drive away from Oliver’s new job in Central Baltimore.

Also, Jake would’ve hated it, and Oliver felt a particular satisfaction about no longer having to conform to Jake’s plans and wishes.

However, now that Oliver stood in front of the house in the failing light of an early October afternoon, a heavy duffel bag slung over his shoulder, he couldn’t deny there was something disquieting, even disturbing, about the jumble of architectural elements piled in a haphazard fashion. The building was three stories high, crowned with a shingled mansard roof with prominent dormer windows which must have commanded a stunning view of the lake across the road. A wide front porch boasted square tapered columns, and a fanciful pediment in the shape of a stylized owl with outspread wings adorned the gable. It was very Victorian, with touches of Gothic Revival and American Craftsman thrown into the mix. But the style skewed heavily to whimsical as if the architect (or maybe the owner) couldn’t stop themselves from adding all their favorite design elements to the project. Like a magpie decorating its nest with every manner of shiny, without sparing a thought to the harmony of it all. The end result, though imposing, was more reminiscent of a cheesy B-movie haunted mansion than an actual apartment building, old as it might be. The wilted lawn and unkempt tree garden that stretched into the backyard didn’t help the impression, though the grounds, as befitting a mansion, were much more expansive than those of any of the neighboring properties.

By the time Oliver climbed the stairs to the porch, he’d begun to suspect the reason for the low rent. Up close, everything exhibited signs of mild, to even prominent, disrepair. The wooden handrails were chipped, with some of the spindles broken or missing, and the shallow steps creaked dangerously under Oliver’s weight, whose physique had once been described by his best friend, Pam, as “waifish.” For the first time since he’d boarded the plane to Baltimore, equipped with a healthy supply of hopeful enthusiasm and a single bag containing his most prized belongings, doubt stirred at the back of his mind.

Oliver tried the handle, but the front door was locked. There also wasn’t any sign of an intercom, which left either the grimy doorbell button or the heavy brass knocker. Oliver chose to knock and then listened as the sound echoed dully within until everything was still again. He shielded his eyes and stood on his toes, trying to peek through the stained-glass transom window when the door was suddenly yanked open, and he came face-to-face with a wall of plaid.

“What do you want?” a gruff voice boomed.

Oliver risked lifting his gaze. The voice belonged to a tall, broad-shouldered man blocking the doorway. Oliver resisted the urge to take a step back under his annoyed glare.

“Hi,” he offered. “I’m Oliver Foster. I’m here about the apartment I rented.”

That last sentence came out more as a question than a statement, his voice rising in pitch, and Oliver winced internally.

He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose while the man regarded him in sullen silence. Finally, he opened the door wider and stepped back, granting Oliver access with a wave of his hand.

A single overhead light illuminated the hallway. A threadbare patterned rug spanned the length of it, leading toward a dark mahogany staircase at the back. Tiny brass plaques, tarnished with age, marked the apartment numbers on slotted mailboxes hanging on the wall to his right. Below them stood an empty black lacquered umbrella bucket. A faint smell of dust and mildew permeated the air, and Oliver’s earlier premonition about the state of his chosen accommodations intensified.

“What an unusual place,” he ventured, still determined not to give in to negativity. “Must have a lot of history.”

The man grunted, studying him from under drawn eyebrows. His eyes, the color of light amber, glinted in the low light. Together with his pale skin, overgrown dark hair, and menacing stance, they created an unnerving effect. Oliver shifted uncomfortably under his scrutiny, wondering whether the scowl was directed at him, or if it was simply a part of the man’s natural disposition.

“Where’s your luggage?” the man asked.

Oliver blinked.

“It’s only this.” He indicated his bag. “I’m having the rest of my stuff shipped over. I gathered the apartment came fully furnished?”

“Yeah.” The man turned and walked toward the staircase, forcing Oliver to trail after him. “My name’s Brown. I’m the landlord and building super. My apartment is across the hall from yours.”

They passed what appeared to be a large sitting parlor on one side of the hallway and a closed door on the other, but Brown stopped at neither. They climbed one flight of stairs to the first-floor landing, ancient floorboards groaning with their every step. Oliver clutched the banister, but Brown seemed unconcerned about the possibility of the staircase crumbling under his powerful frame.

“Why don’t you leave the front door open?” Oliver asked. “What about mail and delivery people?”

“They know to leave stuff on the porch,” Brown said without turning. “Usually whoever comes home first brings the mail in.”

This was…a curious arrangement. Oliver wasn’t sure he liked the idea of his landlord or his neighbors sifting through his mail.

“Aren’t you afraid someone might steal your packages?” he ventured. “It’s a rather busy street.”

Brown did turn to him then, pausing for a moment on the top stair and looking down at him.

“All the more reason to keep the door locked. Besides, no one is stupid enough to steal from here,” he said and continued on, leaving Oliver gaping at the inconsistency of those two statements.

There were only two apartment doors on the landing, facing each other across a narrow stretch of hall. Another small door, perhaps a utility closet, was tucked under the stairs. Brown produced a key from the front pocket of his flannel shirt, unlocked the door marked 1B, and gestured for Oliver to follow inside.

Oliver would be lying if he said he didn’t cross the threshold with some trepidation, given the overall shabbiness, but as Brown flicked on the lights, he could see nothing out of the ordinary. If anything, the apartment was much sparser than he’d imagined. The living room, with its high windows, ornate cornices, and a fireplace tucked in a corner, opened into a small kitchen outfitted with decades-old appliances and laminate flooring. A long couch faced the windows and the wall between them, but as far as Oliver could see, there was no TV.

This looked much closer to the pictures in the posting than the dilapidated exterior, at least. And everything was clean. Worn out, certainly, but not dirty. Someone must have put in the work of scrubbing the hardwood floors and giving the walls a fresh lick of paint as the whole place smelled of pine-scented cleaner rather than mildew. Oliver lowered his duffel bag onto the floor, next to the narrow side table by the entrance, and took a cautious step inside, taking in his surroundings.

“There are some towels and bedding in the linen closet next to the bathroom,” Brown said, pausing by the breakfast counter that separated the living room from the kitchen. “If you want hot water, I suggest showering in the mornings. It can run out quickly this time of year, especially in the evenings.”

An image of Brown standing in the shower, a stream of steaming water gliding over his skin and plastering his dark hair to his forehead popped unbidden into Oliver’s mind. It was as sudden as it was surprising, considering the man’s complete lack of geniality. Oliver cleared his throat and turned to the windows to conceal his blush, shivering with the draft that made the heavy curtains flutter. He was simply tired from his flight, letting his thoughts wander in silly directions.

“Okay. Is there anything else I should know, Mr. Brown?” It didn’t help matters that he could still see the man’s faint reflection in the windowpane, set against the gathering gloom outside.

“Rent is due on the first of every month. I’ll send you the link for the pay app for this month’s fee and deposit.”

“Or I can just slide the envelope with the cash under your door.”

Brown’s reflection frowned.

“You know,” Oliver said, “because it’s all so old-fashioned around here?” He paused for effect. There was only silence. “Forget it; it was a bad joke.”

“I don’t care either way, as long as you pay on time,” Brown said gruffly. “Takes a lot to keep this place up and running.”

Oliver supposed it was true. Old buildings were notorious money pits where maintenance was concerned, and from what he’d seen so far, the “up and running” part was a bit of a stretch. What the house needed was nothing short of a complete overhaul, but he judged it better not to say so to the landlord.

“Here are your keys.” They jingled as Brown put them on the entrance side table. “One for the apartment and one for the front door. I’m right across the hall if you need anything.”

He somehow managed to make it sound like a warning rather than an invitation.

“Um, sure,” Oliver said, turning back to him. He hoped he’d composed himself enough not to betray his earlier embarrassment. “Wait. Can you recommend a place where I can order takeout? After that airplane food, I’m kinda starving.”

He’d have to do some grocery shopping tomorrow after work, but he had absolutely nothing planned for dinner tonight. As if to emphasize his words, his stomach rumbled, too loud in the quiet of the room, and he flushed again, the heat creeping up to his hairline.

Brown’s gaze traveled from Oliver’s feet to his face as if taking his measure.

“There’s a decent pizza joint nearby,” he said. “I can get you their menu flier.”

“That’d be great!” Oliver said, sounding fake cheerful to his own ears. The conversation, mundane as it was, had made him more and more flustered. Or was it the other man’s looming presence? Either way, Oliver couldn’t wait to be alone and get settled, preferably after a nice, hot meal.

Brown nodded and turned to leave without sparing another word. The door closed softly behind him, leaving Oliver alone, with only the ticking of the mantle clock to fill the silence.

★

Oliver took a quick tour of the place, exploring the bathroom and single bedroom.

If the ground-floor hallway had looked like the set of an Edwardian-era period movie, apartment 1B was lifted from a 70s sitcom. The furniture in the bedroom was in keeping with what he’d seen in the living room and the kitchen, reminding him of his grandad’s holiday cabin in Vermont—yellowish pine, shaggy carpet, and an overabundance of plaid. A white sheet covered the queen-sized bed against the dust, which gave it a funereal appearance. The wardrobe closet and dresser were empty save for some hangers, but he did find the towels. As with the rest of the apartment, they smelled clean, but he decided to spring for some new ones as soon as he could.

After taking a few minutes to freshen up, Oliver settled on the couch in the living room. By that time, deep dusk had descended, and the room looked cozy in an old-fashioned kind of way, the rough edges of wear and tear smoothed by the warm glow of the table lamps. It was still chilly, though, the draft seeping from the windows carrying a distinctive dampness from the nearby lake. Cranking up the thermostat didn’t seem to do much either.

Oliver eyed the fireplace in the corner dubiously. He supposed he could light it, but he wasn’t a fan of an open fire, and the smoke would irritate his eyes.

Maybe he could talk to Mr. Brown about installing better insulation. If anything, it could knock off a sizable chunk of his heating bill. Provided, of course, the man would stop scowling at him long enough to actually listen to Oliver’s suggestions.

He called his parents, assuring them that he’d had a nice flight and was settling in, and promised to check in with them again tomorrow, after his first day at work. His next call was to Pam.

“I’m at my new place in Baltimore,” he informed her as soon as she picked up the phone.

“Great. Are you a Ravens fan yet?”

“Very funny.”

“So when do you start at… What’s that firm called again?”

“Thompson and Associates Design,” Oliver said. “I’m starting tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow? That doesn’t leave a whole lot of time for sightseeing. Don’t you want to enjoy being in a new city for a few days before being assigned to getting permits for garage additions?”

Oliver chuckled. She was right in that newly licensed architects were usually at the very bottom of the food chain where established design firms were concerned, consigned to the most trivial and boring tasks. But this wasn’t his first job. He’d already proved his worth, having finished top three in his class and having excellent recommendations from mentors in his two-year internship in Miami. He was ready to do some serious work.

“I’m planning to stay here for a while. I might as well start as soon as I can.”

“I still can’t believe you’ve moved all the way to Maryland.” She sighed. “Now who’ll come with me to all the holiday parties?”

He couldn’t help but grin at that. Ever since he’d met Pam during his first year at the University of Florida School of Architecture, she’d been the driving force behind his otherwise stagnant social life. She’d been the one to take him, a shy, nerdy boy, under her wing and introduce him to the college student life he would’ve missed out on without her, and that friendship had stayed strong even after they’d both graduated. He was definitely going to miss her the most.

“I’m sure you won’t have a problem finding someone to go with. Besides, I’d only be cramping your style.”

“Well, you are awfully uptight sometimes,” Pam agreed easily. “But no, you really wouldn’t. Anyway, have you met any new people there yet?”

“Just my landlord slash building super. I don’t think it’s the beginning of a wonderful friendship though. He’s decidedly unfriendly. Cute, though,” Oliver grudgingly admitted upon further reflection. “In that Alaskan lumberjack kind of way.”

“Well, you do like them tall and jacked.”

“I do not!” Oliver protested, the tips of his ears heating up.

“Oh yeah? Then what was Jake?”

“I couldn’t help if he was tall. And…jacked.”

Pam snorted. “Yeah, right. Anyway, good riddance to him.”

“Yeah.” Oliver pursed his lips, his mood instantly souring.

The whole mess with Jake was one of the reasons he’d decided to move to Baltimore in the first place. Not that Oliver was foolish enough to try to get back in touch, nor did he seriously believe Jake would pester him if he’d stayed in Miami. But this way, it felt like he was starting off something new with a clean slate, leaving behind any emotional baggage that would weigh him down.

There was a pause as both of them searched for a safer topic.

“Do you like the apartment?” Pam ventured at last.

Bitching about the apartment seemed better than bitching about his ex, so Oliver readily launched into a description of his new pad, not skimping on vivid imagery. He embellished the truth a little bit because, first impressions notwithstanding, the accommodations were pretty decent, but Pam didn’t seem to mind his creative approach.

“Oooh, sounds delightful!” she said cheerfully when he was done. “Is it haunted, you think?”

“It’s so old I imagine there’s any number of dead critters inside the walls that might still harbor a grudge.”

Pam made a disgusted sound.

“But was anyone ever murdered there?” she insisted. “Or mysteriously disappeared?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I should read up about it.”

“Or you can ask your charming new neighbor,” Pam suggested playfully.

“Considering he’s also the landlord, I hardly think he’d say something that might scare away a paying tenant.”

“Nonsense! What can be more exciting than staying in a haunted house on Halloween?”

Oliver could imagine a lot of things that could be categorized as more exciting, starting with having a reliable supply of hot water at all hours, but refrained from curbing her enthusiasm by listing them.

“It’s only the third of the month,” he reminded her. “The scary things shouldn’t be out and about for at least two weeks yet.”

“I’m sipping my pumpkin spice latte as we speak, so as far as I’m concerned, it’s almost Halloween.”

Oliver rolled his eyes but couldn’t hold back a smile. “Do you have your costume ready?”

“I’m still deciding between a slutty elf and a slutty zombie. What do you think I should go for?”

They chatted for a while about the relative merits of both options until a sharp knock sounded on the door. Oliver started, fumbling his phone, and huffed in annoyance at his own clumsiness.

“I’ll call you back tomorrow, all right?” he told Pam before disconnecting, then hurried to open the door.

He expected to see Brown returned with the flier but, instead, found two women standing at the threshold. The first one, pale, tall, and reedy, had long blond hair held loosely by a leather band tied around her head. She wore a maxi skirt and a hand-knitted sweater the color of rotten leaves and held a chipped porcelain plate stacked with neatly sliced chocolate brownies, wrapped in pink cellophane. The other woman was short and plump, her dark brown skin offset by jet-black curls. In contrast to her companion’s hippieish appearance, she rocked a distinctly Goth vibe, down to the heavy eyeliner and a pentagram chocker peeking above the collar of her military-style jacket.

“Hello!” the blond woman said brightly. “Welcome to the building! I’m Sky, and this is Aurora. We live upstairs in 2A and wanted to be the first to say hi!”

Oliver doubted any of the other neighbors were clamoring for the honor, but he was nonetheless touched by the gesture.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” he said. “I’m Oliver. Oliver Foster. I just moved to Baltimore.”

Aurora grunted in a decidedly unimpressed manner, but Sky continued on as cheerfully as before:

“That’s so wonderful! It’s so nice to have a new tenant in the building. After what happened…well.”

“Why? What happened to the previous tenant?” Oliver asked, both his curiosity and suspicion roused anew.

“We figured you must be hungry, so we baked you some brownies,” Sky announced, ignoring his question. She proffered him the plate. “Again, welcome to Lakeside Lodge!”

Oliver took the plate.

“These aren’t…” He let his voice trail off, unsure how to phrase his concern delicately enough so as not to offend his new acquaintance.

“What? Oh, no!” Sky laughed, genuinely amused. “No, just plain regular brownies. Lots of dark chocolate and walnuts. You aren’t allergic.”

That didn’t come out like a question, but Oliver shook his head anyway. “No, I’m good. And these look delicious. Thank you.”

“No problem. Enjoy!” Sky chirped. “And you can always drop by if you need anything or if you have any questions.”

They both looked at him expectantly as if he were about to start asking them about the secrets of the universe at this very moment.

“Um. Okay, I will. Thanks,” Oliver said, unsure as to what the proper response should be.

“Has Nym shown you the rest of the house yet? The downstairs parlor is very cozy, and there’s a film projector, so we sometimes have movie nights there. Usually on Thursdays. You’re welcome to join if you’re a fan of the oldies.”

“Nym?”

“Nym Brown. The owner,” Aurora said, her voice deep and a little raspy.

The name Nym stirred vague recollections of animated mice, but Oliver was reasonably sure they had nothing to do with the taciturn landlord.

“No, he hasn’t,” he said. “And a movie night sounds cool.”

“Great! We’ll see you around, then. Good night!” Sky said. And with that, they were gone, their footsteps resounding in the dim stairwell.

“Night!” Oliver called after them. He then noticed a piece of paper on the floor. He crouched and picked it up. The pizza parlor menu, crumpled and worn around the corners. A description of a veggie Hawaiian pizza with pineapple was circled in faded blue ink, and Oliver shuddered.

Pineapple? Mr. Nym Brown was even weirder than he’d thought.


Chapter Two

The pizza (sans pineapple) was delicious. Oliver hadn’t realized how hungry he was until he’d wolfed down half of the extra-large pie, standing by the kitchen counter and absentmindedly checking his social media.

Tomorrow was his first day at Thompson and Associates Design, and now, with no immediate worry and hunger to distract him, his mind was once again abuzz with excitement. Securing a position with a well-known architectural firm hadn’t been easy, much less for someone from out of state. He’d busted his tail during that last year of internship, throwing himself into work in the wake of an ugly breakup, but it wasn’t as if he’d had much of a social life anyway, aside from an occasional outing with Pam and her gaggle of friends.

And in the end, it had all been worth it. He’d successfully completed the internship and gotten the job. Yes, he had to move all the way to Maryland, away from his family, but he decided to treat it as an adventure. His first real job, first time living entirely on his own—he was incredibly lucky to get to experience that. And maybe, just maybe, he’d meet someone who would…

But he’d probably have even less time to socialize now than he had before. Architectural Experience Program internships were notoriously grueling, and he’d had to prove his worth, but that was most likely doubly true for highly coveted and competitive entry-level architect positions. He couldn’t afford to be derailed by a relationship.

Considering his track record, maybe this was a good thing.

Oliver sighed, put away his phone, and shoved the leftovers in the empty fridge. He briefly considered powering up his laptop or taking out his sketch pad, but he was too tired to be creative tonight, and he was planning on an early start tomorrow. He grabbed his bag and headed to the bedroom.

The room had a single window that looked out on the back garden, but it was already pitch-dark outside. Oliver unpacked his things, careful to put away everything neatly in the dresser and the closet so he wouldn’t look too crumpled tomorrow. As far as he knew, there was no strict dress code he had to adhere to, but he wanted to make a good impression on his first day and had chosen a pair of black slacks and a fine-knitted gray sweater.

He followed Brown’s instructions and found a set of bedsheets in the linen closet in the nook between the bedroom and the bathroom. The sheets weren’t new, but the faint smell of detergent that wafted off them was encouraging. He made the bed as best he could, stripped to his briefs, shivering with cold, then grabbed his toiletry bag and stepped into the bathroom.

Like the rest of the apartment, it was spotless, but it clearly hasn’t been updated in the last five decades. The white subway tile and exposed brass pipes running along the ceiling were kind of cool, if one liked that kind of unapologetically vintage aesthetic, but if the rest of the plumbing was just as old…

As if in response to his thoughts, the pipes groaned and rattled with a rush of water. The noise reverberated in the empty space, and then somebody began to sing.

Oliver started, nearly dropping his bag. The voice echoed dully along with the gurgling noises of the water running in the pipes. It appeared as if it was coming from the upstairs apartment bathroom, carried by some flaw in acoustics and amplified by the resonance of the brass pipes, but still indistinct enough so Oliver strained to make out snatches of words. The voice was in a mezzo range, with what Oliver thought a Caribbean accent, but he wasn’t an expert in either singing voice types or English dialects.

“Hello?” he ventured, but there was no response.

The singing, although melodical, was beginning to grate on Oliver’s nerves by the time he finished brushing his teeth. He was too tired, aching to put his head on the pillow and close his eyes. Noisy neighbors and a possible lapse in privacy added to his list of inconveniences and increased the toll on his patience.

The voice droned on as he stepped into the shower and turned on the water. The showerhead sputtered and then produced a steady stream of water which, judging by the temperature, had to have been imported directly from the melting glaciers in Greenland.

Oliver bit down on the expletives, mindful of his voice carrying with the same intensity. So Brown hadn’t been exaggerating about the hot water. A quick wash would have to be enough if Oliver didn’t want to turn into an icicle. So he worked the shampoo into a lather in his hair, hopping from foot to foot in a vain attempt to warm up, all to the unceasing accompaniment of his unknown neighbor singing in the bathroom above.

Just as he finished soaping himself up and stuck his head under the icy stream, the shower let out a keening wail, and the water stopped.

Oliver tugged on the shower handle, cranking it up as far as it would go, but to no avail.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” he said, not bothering to lower the volume this time.

The soap was starting to crust, clinging to his skin like frost on an early winter morning. He slipped out of the shower, teeth chattering, and made a desperate attempt at toweling off the suds and removing the shampoo from his hair, wincing at the stickiness of it. Somewhere in the distance, the singing voice picked up what sounded like an old sea chantey.

Oliver gritted his teeth. Normally, he’d roll his eyes at his bad luck and go to bed, miserable as he was, but the thought of meeting his new boss and coworkers for the first time with clumped hair and an itchy scalp proved more than he could bear. He’d reconciled himself to a cold shower, but not being able to shower at all…

It was late, and most likely, the water would be back tomorrow morning, but Oliver was too angry for reason. His fingers still half-numb, he pulled on a pair of pajama bottoms and a sweatshirt and headed out.

★

A single overhead light bulb illuminated the first-floor landing, and the shadows gathered in the corners and under the stairs seemed even thicker and darker than before. The floorboards squeaked ominously under Oliver’s feet as he shuffled over to 1A and knocked.

As weak as the heating seemed in his apartment, apparently it wasn’t as bad as he thought because out here in the stairwell, it was freezing. Oliver shoved his hands under his armpits as he waited, fully expecting his breath to form little clouds of vapor and steam his glasses if he had to stand there a few moments longer.

The door opened a fraction, and Brown peeked out, outlined by the yellowish light spilling from the entryway. His hair was tousled, but he was still dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt, so at least Oliver hadn’t disturbed his sleep. It made him feel marginally better about barging in on his landlord at such a late hour.

“What it is?” Brown asked curtly.

“Hi, um. Look, I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m out of water. It just stopped in the middle of my shower.”

Brown’s eyes, oddly bright even in the low lighting, raked over him, and Oliver shivered—this time for a very different reason. He cleared his throat to hide his awkwardness.

“Can you do something about it, please?” he asked, doing his best to sound both firm and respectful.

“It happens, sometimes, when the upstairs neighbors run a bath or take a long shower.” Brown’s gaze flicked to the ceiling and then back to Oliver’s face. “The water should be back when they’re done.”

“Are you serious?” This was the most ridiculous thing Oliver had heard in his life. “I get the ‘no hot water in the evening’ thing, but this? You mean to tell me I have to wait for them to be done every time I need to turn on the faucet?”

“It’s an old house,” Brown said, crossing his arms over his massive chest. “Things don’t always work as they should.”

“Well, why don’t you fix them, then?” Frustration bubbled to the surface again, emboldening him to the point of rudeness. “You’re the super, aren’t you?”

Brown’s eyes narrowed, and Oliver had to stop himself from taking a step back. Instead, he glared defiantly at the other man, his head high, hands on his hips. He wasn’t at all comfortable with confrontation, but he wasn’t a pushover, either, even if Brown looked like he could snap him in half.

“If you want, I can take a look at your plumbing tomorrow,” Brown said finally.

“But what do I do in the meantime?”

“You can use my shower, if you want.”

“I…” Oliver hesitated. It was a perfectly reasonable, even courteous suggestion, yet he was suddenly leery to accept it. Not because Oliver felt Brown could pose a potential danger to him, but because the idea of stripping in his bathroom sent a surge of warm, strange excitement through Oliver.

Get your mind of out the gutter, he told himself sternly, though he didn’t let his imagining progress any further that the stripping part. Brown’s just trying to be accommodating for the sake of keeping on a paying tenant.

“No, that’s okay,” he said. “It’s already late and I don’t want to impose. Thanks anyway. I’ll just shower in the morning.”

Brown grunted, whether in deprecation or in agreement, Oliver couldn’t tell.

“Let me know when you get home tomorrow and I’ll see what I can do about the pipes,” Brown said.

“Will do.” Oliver stepped back just as Brown shut the door and sighed when he heard the bolt slide in place. Now that the initial surge of annoyance faded, he was beginning to regret rushing over here to demand an immediate solution to his problem and then appearing bratty by refusing the one Brown had proposed.

Oliver turned to his own door but paused at the bottom of the flight of stairs leading to the second floor. Aside from Sky and Aurora, he hadn’t met any other neighbors, so he had no idea who lived in the apartment above his own. Surely, it wouldn’t be unreasonable to introduce himself, explain the situation, and inquire when they’d be done with the water so he could at least wash the traces of shampoo out of his hair?

He started up the stairs, the dark wood of the banister smooth with use and age under his palm. In the dimness and quiet of the second-floor landing, snatches of singing drifted from beyond the door of 2B. Oliver took a deep breath and knocked, gently at first and then more insistently.

The singing stopped. Oliver waited patiently, and after a few minutes, the door opened. A young woman stood on the threshold, wrapped in a bath towel. Water dripped from the ends of her long hair onto her dark skin and pooled in tiny puddles around her bare feet. After a moment of silence, she arched an eyebrow.

“Oh, um, hi,” Oliver said, his face heating, instantly regretting his decision. He hadn’t considered she’d be alone in the apartment and he’d be dragging her out of her bath or shower right then and there. “I’m Oliver Foster, the new neighbor in 1B. It seems there’s some issue with the plumbing. I was just in the middle of a shower when the flow stopped. Mr. Brown, the super, said it was because the upstairs neighbors are using the water. He promised to fix it tomorrow, but I just wanted to check when you might be done, so I could…”

He trailed off under her steady, unblinking gaze. Her eyes reminded him of the sea—a misty mix of blue and green, almost translucent, their brightness belying dangerous depths. She just gazed at him, saying nothing.

“Sorry to have bothered you,” he said and took a step back, shaking his head. “I was just…sorry.”

She signed something at him and cocked her head as if expecting an answer.

“Oh! I didn’t realize.” Oliver spread his hands in an apologetic gesture. “I don’t know ASL.”

The woman raised her hand, stopping him, then stepped back and grabbed a phone from a nearby side table. She typed something on what looked like a digital note app and thrust the phone at him, the screen glaringly bright in the surrounding darkness.

I’m mute, but I can hear you.

Oliver nodded. “Okay.”

Sorry about the water, she wrote. Didn’t realize the place downstairs was rented. It should be okay now.

“Thanks. Again, I’m terribly sorry for dropping by like this. It’s just that tomorrow is an important day for me, and my hair is all messy.”

He stopped himself from babbling on. Most likely, she didn’t really care, and he’d taken enough of her time already—not to mention making her stand almost completely naked in a freezing hallway. But there was something that still perplexed him.

“I heard singing earlier,” he said hesitantly, not quite a question.

As soon as she’d answered his knock, he was sure she’d been the one carrying the tune, but he’d obviously been wrong. And yet, her apartment seemed dark and silent, and it didn’t appear as though there was someone else there with her.

I wouldn’t know anything about that.

“Yes, of course. Sorry.” He’d apologized close to a dozen times this evening already, but it still didn’t feel like enough. “Good night!”

The woman nodded, tiny droplets of water splashing in his direction, and closed the door with a soft click.

For a long moment, Oliver remained standing on the landing, frowning. He was sure he’d heard a woman singing. It hadn’t sounded like something coming out of a TV or computer speakers, even if one were to install them in their bathroom.

The whole incident had a surreal feeling, as if he’d watched it in a sitcom instead of taking an active part in it, the absurdity of the situation heightened by the ever so spooky atmosphere of Lakeside Lodge. Perhaps he was a lot more tired than he thought. All he needed was to rinse his hair, get a good night’s sleep, and clear his head. Surely, tomorrow things will look up and go back to normal.

He sighed, hugged himself against the cold, and hurried back downstairs to the relative warmth of his apartment.

★

Oliver managed to eke out some water to rinse his hair, though by that time it had gone completely frigid. His teeth chattered as he quickly changed into well-worn pajamas and then made a round of the apartment, turning off the lights and making sure the front door was locked and bolted. The neighborhood didn’t strike him as particularly seedy—if anything, the lakeside drive was beautiful this time of year, the orange and red trees lining the shore, their leaves carried across the embankment on the fresh breeze—but it made sense to heed the advice of the locals.

It was already late, the clock having chimed ten, but when Oliver went to check the latch on the living room window, a movement caught his eye. He stopped and drew the curtain wider, then pushed the window open just a sliver, and peered outside.

From this vantage point, he could see the stretch of the front garden and the short pathway that led to the porch steps. A single light shone above the entrance, but the fog swirling in deep shadows lurking between the tree trunks readily swallowed its muted glow. Two men stood on the pathway—or at least one of them did. The other one, whom Oliver recognized as Mr. Brown by his plaid shirt and bulky frame, loomed on the top step, arms folded across his chest. Oliver couldn’t see his face, but his pose indicated he wasn’t taking any pleasure in the conversation.

The second man, on the other hand, was fully illuminated and facing the house, so Oliver got a good look at him. He appeared to be about fifty or older, with pale skin and hair graying a flattering salt-and-pepper. The casual elegance of his clothing spoke of money, and lots of it. He looked like a high-end lawyer or, rather, like an aging movie star cast as a high-end lawyer.

Either way, Mr. Brown wasn’t impressed.

“I thought I told you not to come here anymore, Cox,” he said, his voice edged with distinct menace.

“Charming as ever, I see,” Cox remarked, unfazed by the bluntness. “I’ve sent you another proposal. Have you had the chance to go over it yet?”

Their voices carried on the night air in the quiet garden, the sounds of traffic faint and distant. Oliver knew he shouldn’t be eavesdropping. The decent thing would be to firmly shut the window and walk away from a conversation he had no business being a part of. Yet he stayed as he was, holding his breath in an effort to not miss a word.

“I told you already,” Brown said. “I’m not interested.”

Cox raised a finely shaped eyebrow.

“The terms are very generous. Much more generous than what this place is worth.” Cox’s gaze swept across the front of the house and snagged on Oliver’s window. With only a table lamp casting a diffused light behind him, Oliver wasn’t sure if the man could see more than his shadowy silhouette, but he still took a hurried step back, not wanting to be caught listening.

“You have no idea what this place is worth,” Brown all but growled.
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