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To all the yellow houses out there. It’ll soon be your turn.
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1

A loud crowd





When you wish for something, and put your heart into that desire and focus, it’ll come true.  That’s a bunch of crap that only deranged, happy people believe in. When I’ve wished for something, that something just gave me the finger.

My old Ford Focus coughed as I shut the engine down. I glanced at the back seat where boxes were stacked alongside Bobby’s booster seat. His head bobbed after the four-hour drive. Thank goodness he wasn’t one of those are-we-there-yet brats. He’d barely said a peep since I picked him up from the airport yesterday.

“We’re here, kiddo.”

Here, on the outskirts of Donnesburgh, one of the smallest seaside towns on the North Carolina coast. Here, in the parking lot of a baseball park, the last place I’d imagine having a rental interview. Great.

“ ’Kay, Bev,” he said in his small voice.

Worse, it was my fault I had to meet Mrs. Collingwood here instead of the café as we’d agreed yesterday. Or rather, the fault of the stupid highway traffic and my former landlord.

I unbuckled Bobby and helped him out, his curly blond head reaching my hip. The muggy weather hit with force, which was no surprise under this cloudless sky.

“C’mon, kiddo, let’s see if we still can get the rental.”

Which we wouldn’t if the old lady liked punctuality. Wouldn’t surprise me if she flat-out denied me the rental I was looking forward to. I checked my texts and located hers.

I’m sitting on the fifth bench. Just holler and I’ll wave.



Holler? I scoffed. Right. No.

Steering my five-year-old brother forward, we headed to the baseball park and toward the stands. Follow the happy people shouting, dear, said her second text.

And so we did.

The stands were full of folks screaming at their young teens down in the baseball park. What a bunch of loonies. Who would willingly come to see kids trying to hit a stupid ball in this horrible weather?

I called her while watching above. Not far away, midway up the fifth bleachers, a couple of women in their late seventies sat. One of them reached for her phone and answered. Booyah.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Mrs. Collingwood, it’s Bev Walker.”

“Beverly!” She glanced below, then beckoned over. “Come up.”

“Up?”

“Sure, sure. There’s a nice spot waiting for you.”

What’s wrong with the picnic tables behind the stands? They looked comfy and blissfully empty.

The stairs were nearby, and up we went, not to Heaven, no, but to Rental Interviewee Hell. One of the parents bragged about his kid to another, who clapped and yelled, “Let’s go,” without seeming to hear the first. Another above was standing and angrily shouting. Happy people, right.

Mrs. Collingwood kept waving at me like those orange-vested marshals guiding planes on airstrips. Because going in a straight line toward her was certainly a difficult task.

“Here, Beverly.” The petite, frail gray-haired lady patted the seat beside her, the brim of her hat shading her small head. Cheerfulness oozed from her grayish-green eyes, magnified behind oversized tortoiseshell glasses. “Oh, you have a son, how cute!”

“Brother.” I sat without further explanation despite her expectant expression.

Mrs. Collingwood’s glasses dangled on the bridge of her nose as she extended a Tupperware to Bobby. “Hi, sweetie. You want a cookie?”

Bobby hid from her. I’d been peanut butter to his jelly since I’d picked him up from the airport.

“I was certainly not expecting such a pretty redhead,” she exclaimed in delight.

The other older woman sitting next to her cut in, “You’re not going to give us any trouble, are you, dear?”

Both women laughed, then looked at me as if expecting me to share in their joy, and when I didn’t, they shared that look. A look I was too familiar with.

“This is Mildred”—Mrs. Collingwood waved a hand to her companion, who waved at me—“that one over there is Lucas, then there’s Karthik above, then . . .”

Uh no, lady, no names, if you please.

Once she stopped talking, she studied me behind her glasses, like a stern teacher about to give their worst student the news that they didn’t pass the course. An expression I also knew all too well.

Right. She was certainly upset about my lateness. I shifted in place.

“How old are you, sweetheart?” Mildred asked, leaning over Mrs. Collingwood.

“Ah, twenty-five.”

“You must be single, bless your heart.”

For a moment I thought of answering, Actually, I have tons of boyfriends, and I can’t keep up with their names, you want one? You look like you need one. Instead, I gave a curt nod.

Both ladies shared that knowing look, Mildred nodding with that gleam in her eye that made me shudder. Frigging fantastic.

Instead of talking about the rental, Mrs. Collingwood chattered about nothing and everything while prodding me to answer. While not an interview per se, I felt her analyzing me. And as sure as hell she didn’t like my answers, which froze her smile another notch. The sun hit hard and sweat trickled down my back. Next to me, Bobby slurped his apple juice, the noise adding to the blabbering around us.

My phone dinged with a text from Jessie. My best friend had been texting me for the past couple of hours.

“Have one, Beverly, come on,” Mrs. Collingwood said. “They’re delicious.” She extended her Tupperware to me.

“I’m good.”

“What a lovely shade of orange. Burnt, is it?” Mildred reached out to stroke my hair, and I shifted away, wishing for some natural disaster to get me out of here. “What brand do you use to color it? I want to color mine, what do you think?”

Brand? Color? I waved a do-whatever-you-want hand. “Sure, go ahead.”

Mrs. Collingwood tilted her head, her eyes turning serious.

My cell rang with yet another text from Jessie.

What’s up? Call!



Not a natural disaster, but whatever helps. “Would you mind?” I showed Mrs. Collingwood my cell and stood up.

Bobby anxiously lifted his big, hazel eyes, the only thing we had in common besides our maternal blood link.

“Stay here.” I pointed at his seat then called Jessie while I padded along the bench.

“Are you smiling?” Jessie asked by way of greeting.

“What?” I reached the end of the stands, short strands of hair whipping around my neck thanks to a wonderful breeze.

“You know, that thing lips do when someone’s happy. Are you?”

“Jesus, you have no idea. I’m a glazed doughnut among bran muffins.”

“So you didn’t get the rental? Great! You’re coming back, are you? Gary joked this morning that instead of being one of those runaway brides, you’re our runaway friend. Someone could make a movie out of the times you’ve done this.”

“Ha. Ha.” I glanced at the old lady. She was focused on the game while Bobby glanced at his feet, shoulders slumped. “I don’t know yet. I arrived late, and she’s punishing me by making me watch a kids’ game from hell.”

Maybe Mrs. Collingwood was enjoying my discomfort. Maybe she was a sadist disguised in a patterned flower dress. Maybe the sun was hitting me too hard.

“Oh,” Jessie said, “I was certain you’d realize how much you’re missing me and come back here in a snap. Wait . . .Yes, baby, talking to Bev . . . Yes, sweetie . . .”

And my friend wondered why I escaped here. Nothing worse than hearing love talk. That cooing and baby talk—ugh.

“Gotta go,” she said. “You tell me what happens, okay?”

“Sure.”

“Love ya.”

“Ditto.”

“And you still won’t say it. Come, on, let me hear the words, I can’t hear you,” she sing-sang.

“Jeez, Jessie, you’re a pain in the ass. I said ditto.”

She sighed dramatically. “I hate your Patrick Swayze Ghost impression. Thank goodness I have Gary for that. Bye!” She hung up.

Yeah. For that and for going to the movies, restaurants, bars, and everything I used to do with my friends. Why, oh why, did people have to fall in love and move in together? Worse, why did my two best friends have to decide they had liked each other since college and should try going out?

I squinted against the sun’s glare while tucking the cell into the back pocket of my jeans then returned to where my unlikely-new-landlady sat, her wide-brim hat my envy. I retrieved my purse-sized sunblock spray and removed the cap. No more freckles, thank you.

Bobby’s complexion was the same as mine, hm. In this sunlight, he’d become a shrimp in no time. “Here, kiddo, put this on.”

He took the spray and stared at it.

I cocked an eyebrow. “You have no idea how to use this, do you?”

He shook his head, gaze down.

“Of course he doesn’t.” Mildred reached over to pat my hand. “He’s just a child.”

“You suck, Williams!” shouted one of the over-eager parents, a stocky Middle Eastern–looking guy sitting two benches above us.

Below, and next to the noisy kids, a thin man in his fifties glared at the shouting parent.

“Oh, Karthik,” Mrs. Collingwood admonished, “leave the poor coach alone.” She twisted to give her Tupperware to the person above. “Here, have a cookie!”

The cookies changed hands until reaching the man called Karthik. “Bless your heart, Mrs. C.,” he exclaimed. “Best cookies in town!”

“Here, kiddo.” Carefully, I sprayed the sunblock on those areas his drab clothes didn’t cover then did the same to my skin. “So, Mrs. Collingwood,” I prompted, “could we talk about the rental?”

“Certainly, dear, let’s go below to talk more freely.”

Away from this loud crowd at last, thank goodness. We headed toward the picnic tables behind the stands. Bobby remained glued to me.

“I’m sorry again for arriving late,” I said with a half smile as we sat down at one of the tables, a poor attempt to excuse myself from the two-hour delay.

“Oh, not a problem. This way you got to enjoy this game!” She beamed at the park. “Aren’t the people here lovely?”

Shouting parents lovely? Huh, no.

“About the rental. Lookie now, Beverly . . .”

“She likes Bev,” Bobby said quietly as if not wanting anyone to hear him.

I blinked, surprised he’d noticed my name preference.

“I like to meet possible renters in person before I agree. It’s a very special house. I grew up there.” She took a deep breath, laced her bony fingers, and turned serious.

Her tone was final. Here it comes. The refusal. I knew that tone all too well. It’d been bogus, and I should have known better. A house on the beach for such low rent? My cynical self had wanted to come here just to be told that it’d been a print error. Good that. It’d been a rash move, after all.

This had been a damn waste of time.

Bobby asked with a small voice, “Do ghosts live there? I like ghosts. Scooby fights them.” He blushed when we turned our attention to him, and he shrank into the seat.

Mrs. Collingwood stared at him for a heartbeat, then her serious expression metamorphosed into a joyful one. “Aren’t you a darling?” She opened the yellow folder that she had kept at her side and handed me a sheet of paper: the coveted rental agreement. “Very well, Beverly. I will rent you the house.”

And why on Earth had she changed her mind? But fine by me. I reached for the agreement.

“There are two conditions, though.”

Of course there was a catch.

“One. You must do all the maintenance. The place is not at its best.”

“Yeah, you mentioned something yesterday. What’s the second condition?”

She reached out and tapped a finger on the paper. “If you notice, it’s a temporary agreement for two months. I like to evaluate my tenants to see if they’re caring. If you agree to both conditions, I have no issues in renting you the place.”

Bobby yawned, his golden curls plastered to his face.

“What if I decide I don’t want to stay that long?”

“There are no restrictions whatsoever except that the rent must be paid in advance, as we agreed on the phone. But I’d be delighted if you let me know beforehand.”

“Mm-hm.” Thoughtful, I bit the pen’s cap. That wasn’t so bad. It could give me time to find a new place in case I wanted to return. I shielded my eyes against the sun’s glare as I perused the agreement, ensuring no fine-print details were hidden. “So, I only need to make small fixes, and that’s it?”

“Why, yes, Beverly. As long as you do the maintenance for the house to be cozy for you and your little brother”—she beamed a smile to Bobby—“that’s all you have to pay. Minor repairs, dear.”

Something smelled foul, like raw chicken in the garbage. I wouldn’t be able to rent a dingy room in Raleigh with that amount, and she’s offering me a house right next to the beach? Things weren’t all sunshine and magic. Sooner or later, they Humpty-Dumptied on me.

The old lady sighed with yearning. Maybe Bobby reminded her of a grandson, and that was why she had yielded. Well, perhaps bringing the kid hadn’t been so bad. Not that I’d had a choice, for Pete’s sake.

“Alrighty,” I said. “Let’s see the house.” I stood up, more than eager to flee this place.

“Oh, dear.” The old lady widened her eyes and leaned back.

“What?” I sat down again.

“I came with Mildred.” She gave me an apologetic smile. “We’re not leaving until the game ends and”—she waved a hand at the stands—“we’re just about half-way, dear.”

“I can’t wait that long. Bobby’s tired, and I’m not signing this blind.” I waved the contract to make my point.

“Certainly not! Let me call my grandson. He’ll be delighted to show the house to such a pretty young lady.”

Before I could protest, she retrieved a cell phone from her purse that had been in fashion during the Cenozoic era.

“Howie?” she yelled. “I need you to—oh, yes! I’m doing fine.” She smiled at me. “Such a dear boy . . . Oh, no, I’m talking to the new tenant.” A brief pause. “Yes, exactly what we talked about, dear . . . Yes, I found the right one, and I would love if you could show her the house . . . What? . . . Oh, I see. I love you too.” With a satisfied smile, she thumped the phone on the table. “He’s busy. Such a darling boy! You’ll meet him soon. He’s a hard worker, that he is.” She leaned toward me with a twinkle in her eye. “And such a handsome boy.”

I opened my mouth to let her know without a shadow of a doubt that I didn’t come here to meet anyone, but she kept talking nonstop about her grandson’s qualities. Yikes.

She giggled, her mouth covered with her liver-spotted hand. “But you don’t want to hear about Howie. You want to see the house. Go ahead. When you’re satisfied, bring me back the agreement signed. I’ll be here.”

More yells and booing from the folks up on the benches.

I glanced at my watch. Two p.m. already. “Is the house far from here? I don’t want to go back and forth with my brother in tow; he’s dead tired.”

Bobby yawned again as if to prove me right.

“I tell you what.” She laced her fingers again, though this time her expression was of a grandma about to give her favorite grandchild the best Christmas present ever. “Stay till Friday for free. Feel the house.”

Feel the house? It’s not a damn car, for Pete’s sake.

“And if you agree to stay, give me a call, and I’ll send Howie to pick up the agreement.”

“Don’t bother him.” Like, at all. “If I stay, I’ll bring you the agreement wherever you want me to.”

She waved a dismissing hand. “He won’t mind.”

“Okay.” Whatever. “But I can’t stay in the house for five days without a guarantee or something. I don’t want to be seen as a squatter.” And kicked out of the house.

“Of course! Wait.” She looked around and waved at a couple in their sixties walking by. “Lucas, Sally!”

The couple smiled and approached.

“This lovely lady is staying at my house on Beachfront as a guest. She’s going to rent Seven Hundred.”

Both nodded and waved at me. I half lifted my hand in return.

“See?” Mrs. Collingwood said. “All is well. I trust you’ll call me once you’re settled and happy.”

“Sure, yeah.”

She retrieved keys from her purse and offered them to me. “Just follow the avenue as if you were returning to the highway. You’ll see a Walmart on your right, then Carl’s Diner at your left. Their hushpuppies are to die for, best in all Donnesburgh. You must try them. Then take a right into Turner Street, and you’ll see a blue house, that’s where Coach Williams lives. Go down a block then turn left into Beachfront Road. There are four houses: the first is Mary’s, you’ll love her! The second—a horrible pink shade if you ask me—it’s empty right now, but I heard from Mary that it’ll be occupied next week. A couple, I think. The third is Jeff’s, but he has his head in whatever stuff he’s doing these days. The fourth house is Seven Hundred. There’s a roundabout at the end, but don’t go any further or you’ll fall into the sea.”

Man, she could do a speech marathon—didn’t even need to take a breath. “Thanks. A pleasure to do business with you.” I waved at Bobby. “Come on, you.”

Mrs. Collingwood beamed her grandmotherly smile at us, and I managed to give her something of my own, the smile Jessie insisted I should use more.

“Five, tops,” the man called Lucas grumbled as we passed by.

“Eight,” Sally mumbled back. “Let’s tell Karthik.”

Bobby stuck to my legs. Taking heart and realizing he might still be scared to death to be in a strange place with a sister he hardly knew for the next couple of months, I patted his head awkwardly.

The hairs at the back of my neck bristled, and I looked back. There, near the stands, the couple huddled with the Middle Eastern guy like a football team debating strategy. When they caught my eye, they turned away.

Now, what’s wrong with these people?

I couldn’t get to the car fast enough. Once there, I cranked up the AC to the maximum. Heaven. Google Maps gave me straight, clear directions, and the car rolled down the street.

Bobby whispered something.

“What, kiddo?”

“Is our house that one?”

“No. We’re not even close.”

“What color is the house? I hope it’s yellow. Like a canary . . .”

“Didn’t I give you a canary last Christmas?”

“He died.”

“Recently?”

“I don’t know.”

His matter-of-fact tone made me glance at the rearview mirror. His eyes darted everywhere like an indoor cat peeking outside a window.

I tried to recall the house pictures Mrs. Collingwood sent but couldn’t. I’d been in such a hurry to seize the rental before anyone else snatched it away that the only things that stuck were that it was a house and that it was wonderfully away from the hustle and bustle of town.

As we headed south, a sign indicated Beachfront Road, so I slowed down at the intersection. The tires kicked up a dust cloud. Thank heavens, since this trip seemed it would never end. And they said new starts were fun. Yeah, right. Returning to my old “start” didn’t sound too bad at that moment. I raked a hand through my short hair, knowing that wasn’t an option. Heck, no.

Beachfront Road had only houses on our left, facing inland. On the other side, only trees stood. Those houses looked like decent places to live, and I knew mine wouldn’t be like that. No way the crazy old lady would have rented a nice beachfront house that cheap.

The dusty rural road curved, cedar trees blocking the next view. A salty smell entered my nostrils as I rolled down the window.

The monstrosity appeared. A two-story house that seemed to have been built during the Civil War and then attacked by Unionist zombies from all sides. The windows were gnawed, probably by the sea breeze. Several shingles were broken or missing on the roof, and the paint was so worn it could have been any color back in the day. It was clear the house hadn’t been maintained in years.

And here Humpty crashed onto the ground, no king’s men nearby to even try to put it together. This house didn’t need small fixes, but tons of money and a complete makeover.

The kid whispered again.

“Bobby, speak louder. I can’t hear you.”

“That house looks like a troll house, right, Bev?”

“Sure it does.”

A mailbox with a faded 700 painted on the side sat on the overgrown lawn, tilted as if Bobby’s troll had bumped into it. I shut down the engine and climbed out of the car then opened the back door to unbuckle Bobby.

“Is that our house?” He clutched my T-shirt as I helped him out of the car.

“A beaut, ain’t it?”

I studied the place from across the neglected lawn, hands on hips, Bobbly glued to me. The house rested on stilts and backed to the ocean, with five steps leading to the dull red front door. South, leafy laurel cherry trees and beautyberry shrubs lined up between the house and the cul-de-sac marking the end of the street. North, devilwood trees stood, blocking the next-door neighbor.

“Is that the sea?” He pointed at the dark blue Atlantic Ocean peeking through the trunks and shrubs.

“Yep.”

“Are there seafishes there?”

“What? Fish? Sure.”

Bobby shrieked and pulled my T-shirt. “The troll! The troll is hiding in the grass.”

“That’s a bunch of crap, Bobby.”

He pointed at the overgrown grass, where a couple of triangular ears and a small tabby face stepped through the grass. It gave a silent meow—or a threat—then jumped back to hunt whatever it was hunting.

“A cat!” Bobby giggled, though his eyes darted back and forth.

“See? That’s no troll.” I steered him toward the house, and we trudged across the lawn.

“Maybe it’s the troll’s cat,” he whispered and cast a quick glance back as we climbed the short flight of stairs, the steps groaning beneath us.

A frown crept to my face. I would have quashed the rental, judging by the facade only. Alas, here I was, with a tired kid and a five-day trial.

The wind picked up, and a thump pounded like a branch on a windowpane. Alrighty, let’s do this and see how the interior looks. Hopefully better than the outside.

The red door creaked on its hinges as I threw it open. “Well, I’ll be . . .”

Bobby squealed and hid behind me. “The troll!”








  
  

2

The House at Beachfront Road





Gloom welcomed us and shadows shifted, giving the impression of something huge moving inside. “Yeah,” I said, “I can see the troll running up the stairs. Big one, kiddo.” 

“Is it gone?”

“Turned to dust. Poof! Gone.”

We stepped into a small foyer. A grandfather clock on our right faced a small table and mirror on the opposite wall. A faint waft of mold and abandoned house lingered. Pillars holding an arch framed the wide stairs located in the center of the house, which elegantly curved upwards as in the movies of old. Tattered saffron wallpaper peeled at intervals. This place looked like a mansion after the Unionist zombies trashed it, had a rave, then lived here for a hundred years. No wonder the rent was so incredibly low. The clock’s pendulum wasn’t swinging. I wound it, but the pendulum remained still.

The wind moaned, rattling loosened windows.

Bobby grasped my leg. “I’m scared,” he whimpered.

“It’s just the wind.”

“I don’t like it here.”

“Didn’t you say you like ghosts? Because this is a helluva place for ’em.”

“Yes, I do.” He tightened his hold.

“There must be a switch here, somewhere,” I mumbled as I glanced around.

Groans and ticking sounded from the corners.

“The ghost’s speaking!” Bobby yelled, pressing his face to my leg.

“Wasn’t it a troll?”

“I think it’s a ghost-troll,” he whispered.

“A ghost-troll. That’s a new one.” I found the switch next to one of the pillars and flipped it on. Nothing. I flipped it again, but still no light. “Great.”

As I walked further in, followed closely by Bobby, the feeling of crawling spiders covered me from the top of my head to my size-nine sneakers. The worn, dark-wood floor creaked.

On our right, an arch showed a living room, as dimly lit as the rest of the place. All windows had their blinds down, hence the gloominess. The central area opened out at double height. Bobby approached the staircase, its wooden banister as dull as the front door, the steps worn.

“The ghost-troll might be hungry!” He eyed the floorboards. “Is it going to eat me?”

“Easy, kiddo, no one’s eating anyone around here.”

He sighed in relief.

Another switch was located on the wall leading to the living room, and I tried again. A sickly yellow hue lit the shady place; at least there was electricity. I peeked into the dark living room, window blinds rattling. The area made an L-shape, joining with the dining room at the back of the house. Bare and sad, the living room had only a flowery overstuffed couch and a coffee table, both old and worn, matching the peeling saffron wallpaper. The dining room was empty of furniture.

A drip-drip, like a giant drop of water splashing against a dry metal surface, eclipsed the creaks and rattling.

“You’re no Humpty, but a dump,” I mumbled to myself. “Dumpty. That’s what I’m calling you.”

We followed the sound until we reached the kitchen, situated at the back. The drip-drip came from the sink’s faucet.

“How much water has this been leaking? Jeez.” I turned the knob until it stopped dripping.

A humming sound startled Bobby. It was an old fridge. I patted his head to calm him then surveyed the ample kitchen, with a stove matching the origins of the house, the almost-as-old fridge, and sturdy cabinets. A rectangular wooden kitchen table and four chairs huddled in a corner. I opened the blinds, and light flooded in. The roar of the surf came dimmed through the window; the ocean splayed before the house. Now that was a nice view.

Slam!

“What’s that? Is it the ghost-troll?” Bobby whispered.

“Hey, kid, it’s okay. It’s just an old house. There’re a lot of noises.” I threw the kitchen door open and stepped out, followed by my nervous brother. The slam came from the back door’s screen, so I latched the rebellious partition.

Minor repairs, darling, Mrs. C. said.

Minor repairs my ass.

The house seemed to lean to one side. I opened the dining room window facing the sea to let in the light and breeze.

Bobby released my hand and took a tentative step. The floorboard creaked.

“Watch your step,” I said.

He took another step, and the creak repeated.

A thump, and Bobby returned to my side, grasping my T-shirt with both hands.

I looked up. “Kiddo, it’s just a branch against a windowpane.”

“Why is it so dark?” Bobby whispered.

I glanced outside. “It’s cloudy. Now, let’s bring our stuff in.”

Part of the afternoon was spent unpacking our few belongings. Things should be in their rightful place, however short or long my stay would be. Upstairs was brighter once I opened the blinds and let light flood in. Four bedrooms and two bathrooms. Not bad, not bad at all. Twin beds occupied each bedroom. Blissfully in two of them, the mattresses were new and firm, as the old lady had promised on our call.

On the first floor, a small dusty room sat to the left of the front door, and there I stacked the rest of my boxes. Clouds of dust specks danced in the few rays piercing the darkness.

I rummaged through one of the boxes. “Eureka,” I murmured, retrieving my zombie movie collection. Nothing like watching rotten corpses while being secluded in the middle of nowhere. The only proper way to watch zombies was on my TV, my only indulgence and the only non-practical thing I cared to bring.

The TV found its place on top of the coffee table. The much-welcomed salty breeze flooded the living room, and the sound of waves slapped on the sand. Those were the two best things so far. Maybe the only. My zombie movies took a special place next to the TV, as they should.

Crouched, I rested my forearms on my knees. Was I really doing this? Leaving my brick-and-mortar nine-to-five IT job and plunging into the unknown freelance waters of a web designer? To be free of cubicles and idle cooler chatter and be my own boss? 

A low rent like this would be next to impossible to find in Raleigh, so that was a good mark for Dumpty. It was a livable place, after all. Dirty and neglected, but I could make do if I stayed here. My insides churned like turbulent waters, hoping the money I’d saved was enough to live by while my new venture with Jessie took off.

And speaking of the devil . . . I texted to let her know I had a free five-day trial to decide next Friday. I shifted about, feeling guilty for not doing any work. Gary had texted me as well, so I wrote him back. He answered in no time.

5 day trial?? I’ll see you Saturday then. We’ll make room for ya 🤠



That was Gary's trademark emoji: the smiley cowboy.

Gary and Jessie, despite knowing me for years and being my best friends, didn’t have faith in me, unfaithful bastards. I smiled and, despite the fact that I saw them a couple of days ago, already missed both. And yet, it was better for me to be away. They needed their space as they started in that awkward transition phase from best buds to lovers. I needed my space and to not see them smooching and touching all the time. Ugh, no, thanks.

There was no text from Carole, which was no surprise. A crunching sound made me look up. Bobby had a bag of Doritos.

“Kiddo, you hungry?”

Eagerly, he nodded, mouth full of chips.

“There are some cheese and crackers I threw in the car; let me get them.”

“ ’Kay,” he whispered, gaze down.

I drummed my fingers on my thigh. The poor kid had endured the escorted flight from New York—since Carole hadn’t bothered to bring him herself—then been picked up by his strange big sister who brought him here after one lousy night at her old place. And he hadn’t complained or cried.

“What do you feel like eating?”

“Seafish,” he answered in a small voice.

“What?”

He shuffled his feet, gaze still focused on his blue sneakers. “Seafish. We’re near the sea, and I love seafish . . .” His voice trailed into a whisper.

“You mean fish.”

He nodded with all the energy trapped in his little body.

“It’s kinda late to go back to town, and we’re both tired. Tomorrow we’ll have fish, okay?”

The kid threw his arms around me and whispered, “Thank you.”

“It’s not a big deal,” I said gruffly. “Come, let’s eat some cheese. I think I also packed some nuts.”

The grandfather clock chimed once. Huh. I glanced at my watch, the one Gary had given me last week to celebrate my birthday. Quarter after eight.


      [image: ]Seagull cries invited me to leave my bed, and the soft light of dawn eased a sigh from my lips. I’d always loved sunrises—my own Bat-Signal to escape while Carole had still been asleep.

I slipped on running shorts and a racerback shirt, and peeked into Bobby’s room, where his cherubic face lay half-buried under the sheets.

He was dead to the world. Not wanting to wake him up, I tried not to make noise while descending the stairs, an impossible mission. Each step was like an out-of-tune piano echoing through the house. The squeaking floorboards were no better, and the back door leading to the beach squealed on its hinges. Were all old houses this noisy?

The covered porch slouched in shame under a soft blue-green ceiling. I stopped in my tracks and chuckled. Did Mrs. Collinwood believe in ghosts? Why else would she paint the porch haint blue? I shook my head as I descended the short flight of stairs. Yeah, right. Something to talk about to Gary, who’d undoubtedly laugh at the idea of an evil spirit residing in this old house. Ghosts. I scoffed.

North Carolina was famous for its beautiful beaches. This wasn’t one of them, just a short strip of sand, but good enough for jogging. Beachgrass and sea oats rippled next to the dunes. I breathed deeply and stretched, inhaling the invigorating, fresh sea breeze. This space and silence were alien to me but not unwelcome. Just me and myself.

The sun peeked over the horizon, painting the summer sky a whimsical pink, yellow, and orange. I left my sandals on the dune in front of the house and jogged toward the southern area, where a rocky promontory splashed itself into the ocean, wet sand under my feet.

A breakwater abutted up to the promontory, and a man-made wall sat above it—a perfect swimming spot where locals would certainly swarm. But for now, this space belonged to me as I jogged back and forth.

On my last lap, a figure appeared, jogging toward me—a tall, thirtyish man with an unkempt, thick beard that gave him a hobo aspect. His short-sleeved T-shirt revealed muscular arms and a well-defined torso. Barefoot like me, his long chestnut hair moved to-and-fro with his strides.

As we crossed paths, he scowled. Whatever. The beach was big enough for both of us.

Once back at the house, its gloominess contrasting with the bright sun outside, I climbed the stairs two at a time. At the top, I noticed that the steps hadn’t squealed as they did on the way out. Odd. I cracked open Bobby’s door and whispered his name. The kid opened one eye, mumbled something, and fell asleep again.

Alrighty, then a cold, revitalizing shower was in order. The bathroom in the master bedroom was the worst of the two upstairs, with broken tiles and timeworn fixtures, but it worked. Once ready, I picked out Bobby’s clothes for today—really, who buys beige shirts and brown pants for a kid?—then headed down to the kitchen among more squealing and screeching.

And sand. Sand everywhere: in the corners, beneath the furniture, wherever I looked.

Slam!

The backdoor. Sheesh. I secured the latch, but it was so flimsy it wouldn’t surprise me if it slammed again. Dusting my hands, I headed to the kitchen, just to find the annoying drip-drip again.

Perhaps the valves needed to be changed, but that was something to fix for later, or for the next tenant. For now, a trip back to town was in order to buy groceries. And a broom to get rid of the annoying sand. I grabbed one of the apples I brought and crunched into it.

An old telephone rested on the wall next to the door and, curious, I picked it up. The phone worked, who would have thought? Now, about Wi-Fi, that was something important. Mrs. C said I only needed to pay for reconnection with the local cable place and that was it.

Bobby entered the kitchen, rubbing his eyes and wearing too-small pajamas. Huh, didn’t notice that last night.

“Kiddo, take an apple. We’re going to town.”

“Yes, Bev.”

Was I ever that obedient? Aunt Marie said I’d hit puberty before eleven. That it had been my fault Carole had no patience. Yeah, right.

“I like this house,” Bobby said, mouth full of apple.

“I thought you didn’t.”

He looked up at the ceiling. “I like it now.”

“You must be the first.”

The kitchen window’s blinds flapped and rattled while the ceiling groaned as if shifting into place. What a mess of a house.

Bobby pulled my pale blue blouse while gawking at the ceiling.

“What is it, kiddo?”

“What’s the ghost-troll saying? I can’t understand it. Can you?”

“Sorry, kiddo, forgot my Troll-English dictionary back home.” What had been home. Sort of. This ghost idea was starting to fit right into my life.

“Can I say my name? I think it wants to know it.” He scratched his head.

Where was the quiet, shy kid from yesterday? He’d resurrected like a corpse from the ground in a starless night. I shrugged. “Sure, go ahead.”

He cupped his mouth with his hands. “My name is Bobby!” he shouted then looked up. “You think it heard me?”

“Yep, and pretty sure the neighbor did too.”

The windows’ blinds swayed, and Bobby giggled. “I like ghosts. Scooby fights ghosts, and they’re fun.”

“Then you’ll love this one, kiddo. It’s non-existent and all of that. Now, go change. I left your clothes upstairs.”

“Yes, Bev.”

The back door slammed again. I leaned on the wall and tapped my arms. Perhaps I’d been too rash by escaping Raleigh and moving here.

Should I stay or should I go?

The grandfather clock chimed seven and, automatically, I glanced at my watch. Eight thirty.

My mind ran every single possibility of any lodging back in Raleigh that weren’t my usual tiny, cramped holes. As sure as hell I couldn’t crash with Gary and Jessie with the kid in tow. So, I would need to find something decent and in my price range, which might take some time. The florist business website gave me the flexibility of working anywhere I wanted to, thank heaven; my laptop and good Wi-Fi sufficed.

But I couldn’t stay idle for long. My money reserve wouldn’t last much longer, not to mention if Jessie stumbled upon any issues with the website, I wouldn’t be able to help her properly, even though Gary had promised to jump in if needed. I had to know whether to stay or go by Friday, no doubt about it.

A wave of nostalgia hit me as I thought about my friends. About their laughter and relaxed conversation as we celebrated my birthday at my favorite restaurant. About both turning their attention to each other and forgetting that a single friend was sitting at the table.

Looking out the window, I crossed my arms while the roar of the surf eased my heart. They deserved their happiness, and I was more than okay being alone. It was my choice, after all. Except that I wasn’t as completely alone as I’d thought. The kid was a gig I hadn’t expected. Without him, I’d have many more options on where to go. Damn Carole.

The fridge started to hum loudly for a few seconds, then silence—blessed, wonderful silence.

Shame that the house was such a wreck, too dark and unwelcoming with drafts everywhere, and only Bobby’s ghost-troll would find it acceptable. But that’s my luck. No surprises there.

Faint, angry creaking reached my ears. A chill ran down my spine, and a desire to run away washed over me.
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The Pirate with the Red Cap





Angry creaking, yeah right. I dismissed the stupid thought and admired the columns in the foyer, their intricate and delicate design so at odds with the rest of the place. 

Bobby came down the stairs, accompanied by the usual squeaks, and I walked outside, warmth hitting me right away. He stopped at the clock and looked back at the staircase.

“Bobby, come here.”

“But—”

“Now!”

He padded through the red door, gaze down and shoulders slumped.

Seagull cries and the crash of waves at the back of the house greeted us, infusing me with good energy. The tabby cat sunbathed on one of the steps, and of course I had to walk around it since Its Majesty wouldn’t deign to move. Bobby avoided the cat as much as he could while it languidly swayed its tail, unperturbed.

Inside the car, my brother stuck his face and hands to the window as I turned on the engine. “What’s that number?” He pointed at the tilted mailbox.

“Seven hundred. That’s our house. Seven Hundred Beachfront.”

“Beachfront?”

“Yep, that’s the name of the street.”

He stuck his nose to the window again.

“Kiddo, sit, down.” I leaned over and snapped the harness on.

Leafy trees sat on the left side of the rural road. Pepperbush bloomed with hundreds of tiny white flowers; butterflies and hummingbirds hovered around the fragrant bushes.

On Turner Street, I headed right. Soon the road became Beach Avenue, Donnesburg’s main street. A green, treeless bump, which might pass as a hill in this flat area, lay behind the town. This was a charming place lost on the North Carolina coast, but not charming enough to attract as many tourists as some of its bigger neighbors. Instead of fancy, tourist-trap stores, practical ones dotted the avenue. Colorful awnings gave shade to the people strolling the street, enjoying the first day of June. At first glance, it didn’t seem so bad. Like a pretty postcard to send back home.

I drummed my fingertips on the steering wheel. It wouldn’t hurt to feel the town’s vibe and see whether I could stay longer than the free week. But then, a big city like Raleigh was better for anonymity while small towns like this one had annoying neighbors knocking on your door and offering pies, or whatever they did here. And yet, the house was isolated. Damn. Return to Raleigh or stay in town?

Parking spots didn’t have conflicting issues, and luckily, there was one near the grocery store on Beach Avenue.

“Okay, Bobby, we have a lot to do,” I said as we walked inside. “And you’re gonna help me, alrighty?”

He bobbed his head, wide hazel eyes expectant.  

“Bring that cart.”

The mission I gave Bobby lit his face, and he pranced to the cart. We filled it with cleaning supplies and enough food for the next four days, including the fish I promised him for tonight. Promises should be kept and honored. I spotted Twinkies, my guilty pleasure. Nothing like eating Twinkies while watching a good zombie movie.

Bobby took a couple of brooms and analyzed them as if seeing which one was better.

“Pick whichever, kiddo.”

“I’m not kiddo, Bev. I’m five.” He left the two brooms and showed me the outstretched fingers of his little hand.

“Whatever, just chop-chop.”

“But I want to pick the best for the ghost-troll. I think the sand makes her sneeze.”

Her?

He lifted the smaller broom. “This one. She’ll like me with this broom.”

Great. Dumpty would be tickled to death. But the kid seemed happy with the broom and, most surprising, more confident. Whatever works.

We loaded our shopping into the trunk of my old Focus; my eyes squinted in the bright sun. Across the street sat a hardware store under a dark green awning.

“Hey, kiddo, wanna know what’s better than candy?”

We crossed the street, and my brother stuck to my legs, nervously glancing up at each greeting from total, complete, absolute strangers. Why the absurd need to greet when you’d never exchanged a word with them? My lips twitched in a wretched mockery of greeting back. When one overly sweet woman dripped a smile way too close for comfort, Bobby tightened my hand. Oh, man.

“Ten,” the woman said as we passed by.

“I reckon an eight,” whispered the younger woman next to her.

What? I frowned at their backs. Townies here were odd.

A guy lay on a bench next to the hardware store. Although an old Red Sox cap hid his face, his long, chestnut hair and that horribly overgrown beard were impossible to forget—it was the same man from the beach. He held an empty beer bottle over his stomach, the other arm dangling at his side. I frowned. He was a drunk in the making since he didn’t have a beer gut at all, but clearly on that downward path.

“Bev, a pirate!” Bobby pointed at the man. “Is he Blackbeard? Dad says Blackbeard lives here. Why is he sleeping?”

The man growled.

“Come on, Bobby. Let’s leave the drunk to his sleep.”

“Blackbeard’s scary.” Bobby shivered.

We stepped into the store, and my fingers skimmed over hammers and pliers. Petroleum jelly could be good; it’d help with the noisy annoying hinges.

The only clerk in the store approached me. Athletic and handsome, his short sandy hair complemented his sun-kissed skin. A wide grin pushed his cheeks up and made his gray eyes smaller.

“Hi, how can I help you?” he asked, appreciation flashing in his eyes.

I stiffened, and he pulled back, adopting a professional attitude. Good. Appearances, however beautiful they were, didn’t impress me. They could be all bright and shiny, smooth flesh and mock smiles, but empty as a zombie in disguise. Though I could hear Jessie whispering sharply in my ear, Be polite, goddammit. Is that so difficult? If I were a dog, Jessie would have a newspaper rolled for me at all times.

“I’m good. Thanks.”

“Alright. He your son?”

“Half-brother,” I corrected.

“Hey, kid, do you like colors?”

Bobby, who was looking at a paint-tone card, hid behind me.

“Wait here.” The clerk walked away.

I scrunched my brow. Now what?

The guy returned promptly and handed Bobby some crayons. “Here, kid, someone left them here. You want them?”

Bobby gaped but didn’t reach for them until I gave my consent. The kid took the crayons in awe.

“I’m Howard.” The guy beamed, his thumbs tucked into his leather belt.

About to say, So what?, I remembered this was, after all, a small town. “Bev.”

“Just Bev?”

“Yep.”

“She’s Beverly, but she likes Bev,” Bobby provided with a timid voice, crayons cradled against his chest like a treasure.

“Nice to meet you, Beverly who likes Bev.” Howard had a soft smile and puppy eyes, the kind which would attract women in hoards. “If you need anything, ask away.”

“Sure.”

I nudged Bobby toward the tools rack—a hammer, some nails, perhaps a crescent wrench? Mine was too old and was starting to slip. Some women loved to shop in department stores; I loved hardware stores. Once I’d grabbed petroleum jelly as well, I took my purchases to the counter where Howard rung them up.

“Did you buy something for the ghost-troll, Bev?” Bobby asked.

“Ghost-troll, huh?” Howard said, amused.

Bobby placed his hands on the counter, lifting his chin. “Yes, we have a ghost-troll at our house. Like the one Scooby fights!”

“That sounds awesome.” Howard grinned. “Where does that ghost live?”

“Beachfront.” Bobby looked up at me, pride shining in his eyes because he remembered the street’s name.

Great. A crayon bribe and the kid blabbered anything the guy wanted to know.

“You’re the new tenant at Seven Hundred,” Howard said, blinking.

“Yep.”

“I see.” He looked at me with renewed interest, the way people did before asking a ton of questions. Great. Just great. “Welcome to Donnesburg! Where nothing ever happens except when pretty tenants come to visit.” He winked, more amicably than flirting, thank goodness. “What brings you here, Bev?”

“I’m not sure I’ll stay,” I said, hoping he’d stop analyzing me with those puppy eyes.

“A word to the wise: doing anything to that dump is about as useful as a screen door in a submarine, I tell ya. But don’t let me stop you if you want to buy here.” He winked.

I cocked an eyebrow and reached for the bags. Enough small talk.

“Hey, no rush, huh?” Howard leaned on the counter, apparently not discouraged by my lack of interest. “You’re new here, and you’ll find many people wanting to know more about you.”
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“If you need repairs,” he continued, “I know someone who’s a good handyman.”

“No need.” Polite, Bev, try to be polite. I gave a tentative, non-committal smile. There, Jessie, you can put the newspaper away.

“He doesn’t charge much. You can send the bill to Mrs. Collingwood.”

Damn, he knows my landlady’s name. “I’m good.”

He scratched his upper lip with one finger. “If you need something, or, ah, if something worries you”—he stopped the scratching and crossed his arms over his chest—“come and see me before . . . well, you know where to find me, okay?”

I frowned at his nonsensical mumbo-jumbo. “Sure.”

Howard kept scratching his upper lip more in a faraway thought than relieving an itch. The guy certainly didn’t believe I could hold on to the house with all the mess inside. Whatever.

“Let’s go, kiddo.”

Bobby reached for my free hand. I sighed. Outside, I glared at the drunk, still lying on the bench.

Town 0. Raleigh 2.







OEBPS/images/119b130e-5a24-4e1b-957f-1ea72d271fd1.jpeg
LIGIA DE WIT





OEBPS/images/7f9dc841-f9ad-442f-9d5b-d01796dac2c5.png







