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TWENTY YEARS AGO.

Sandra took a deep breath, and held it for a moment before she opened the door. She knew before she had even set this night up that her sister wasn’t going to be a fan of her idea, yet, she was pretty desperate by this point.

Anything to possibly give answers on the bizarre events happening around their home of late had to be worth Zoe’s teasing. She let her breath out as a sigh and turned the doorknob, walking into her sister’s room.

Zoe, dressed in a pink one piece pajama that meshed well with her blond shoulder length hair, was sprawled out on her back across her twin size bed.

“Bring the snacks, Sandy?’

Sandra sighed again as she tossed a grocery bag containing tortilla chips and salsa on the bed. She had had to take on extra chores to get their mother Lucy to buy them for her on their parent’s latest trip to the grocery store. And now she was already regretting it, as she hated that nickname.

“Nice, though mild? Really? Meh. So I’m guessing that the other bag is this big thing you wanted to try out?”

A creak in the roof, sounding like someone walking around upstairs startled Sandra to the point that she ignored her sister’s question for a moment.

“Huh, did Dad come home early or something?”

Sandra shook her head at Zoe’s question, as their mother’s van wasn’t outside, as the woman was likewise at work.

“Weird. Mom won’t be home till later. Anyway, come, sit. Let's see this ghost finding doohickey you were so confident in.”

Sandra gave her sister a nod, and walked to and took a seat in the middle of the carpeted floor. No sooner than she did, had Pepper, the family cat, scared her outright by rushing out from under Zoe’s bed, and jumping onto a small end table nearby.

“Pepper, seriously? How long have you been in here, boy?” 

The white cat with countless small black spots in his fur gave a loud meow and set about his kitty hygiene regimen

Sandra took a few breaths to calm her racing heart as Zoe chastised the cat before joining her on the floor.

“He scared the hell out of me. Not that that’s been too difficult lately.”

Zoe gave her a look of sympathy, one that lasted for only a moment before another, louder creak distracted both of them.

“Ugh, I hate this house.”

She couldn’t disagree with her sister. While Zoe wasn’t as convinced there was something wrong with the place as she was, her sister nevertheless wasn’t comfortable with the old house either.

Zoe was the oldest of the three sisters at fourteen. She herself was twelve, and their youngest sister, Tiffany, was only four. Their parents had up and moved them from the suburbs, out to this middle of nowhere old two story house in the country about three months ago.

“I couldn't agree more. So, and go ahead and laugh at me, but I wanted to try this. Maybe see if there’s really something here.”

As she spoke, she opened the old gym bag, and pulled a Ouija board from it, and as expected, Zoe gave a snort of laughter.

“Seriously, Sandy? Are you twelve or two? Whatever, how’s this thing work?”

She set the game up, and placed the planchette on its starting position, and explained the basic rules to Zoe.

“Feel a bit dumb doing this, you know. You’re lucky I love ya, and you have a way with getting Mom to cave in.”

Sandra ignored her sister’s complaints as the two girl’s placed their hands on the piece. She immediately found the thing to be off, as while it was the middle of winter, the central heating was about the only thing in this old house that worked well. Yet, the planchette was cold, much more so than when she had removed it from the box.

“Keep this thing in the freezer or something? Given how allergic Dad is to cooking, that’s the best place to hide it I guess.”

Sandra shook her head, and cleared her mind, waiting for Zoe to follow suit. Once both girls were calmed and collected, she asked the million dollar question.

“Are we alone in this house?”

Zoe gave another snicker of laughter, albeit one cut short, replaced by confusion that turned to a smirk as she gave Sandra a side eye.

While Zoe was finding amusement in this situation, Sandra was all the more terrified. As though she had her fingers on the thing, the planchette was moving without her doing.

“Seriously, sis? I know that was you, you know.”

Sandra ignored the jab, as she was far too focused on the answer revealed, as the piece had moved over the word no.

“That wasn’t me.”

Zoe took her hands back and shook her head at Sandra. 

“Come on, there’s no way this thing moved on its own.”

Zoe shook her head, and sighed before returning her hands to the planchette, a sly grin now on her face.

“Ok then, if someone is here with us, how about you give us a sign.”

Once more the small plastic object, now somehow feeling all the more frigid, enough that even Zoe’s sarcastic look had faded, began moving on it’s own.

Both sisters were looking uncomfortable as it spelled out two words.

Of Course.

Both girls jumped at the sound of yet another creaking coming from upstairs, removing their hands from the planchette as they did.

Neither of them had the time to even say a word as the small plastic object began to spin impossibly fast. Before either of them were even aware of what was going on, the thing had flown off the board, towards the end table.

The sickening howl of pain that erupted from Pepper told her exactly where it had landed. She turned to look, and regretted the decision as soon as she laid eyes on the poor animal.

The planchette was sticking upright in his torso, having embedded itself deep in the cat’s abdomen, with a trail of fresh blood running down the table as the old family pet breathed his last.
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PRESENT DAY.
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SANDRA RELAXED ON THE old leather couch, and closed her eyes. She was at her weekly therapy session, something she had been mandated into as part of her release from the hospital four years ago.

Most of the sessions went pretty well. Diana, her psychiatrist, had long since abandoned asking her questions too pertinent to her childhood. And the fact that the woman had opened today’s session with small talk about her husband’s new job told her today wasn’t likely going to be any different.

“So, he renovates homes? Like that home makeover show that used to air way back when?”

Diana gave a nod, a smile on her taut and rigid old face. She always had the look like someone who was about to chew your head off, yet Diana had to be one of the nicest people Sandra had ever seen.

“Yep. He goes in with his team, assesses the current condition, does some structural tests and comes up with a game plan. He just got a lucrative offer to size up some old two story house, been abandoned a good twenty years or so.”

Sandra tensed up at the description. There had to be a million such homes in the country, yet, all the same her mind was pushing her to question further, at the risk of undoing years of progress.

“Oh? In the city I take it?”

Diana’s smile faded, the woman had picked up on the concern in her patient’s voice.

“No. It’s out in the valley, up on Goblin road.”

Diana’s voice gave away her own concern, yet it was all Sandra could do to keep from hyperventilating on the spot at the news. Diana had seemingly noticed this change in behavior as well, and rose from her chair, and took a seat beside Sandra on the couch, putting an arm around her.

“Is everything ok? It’s been years since you’ve had a relapse, dear.”

Sandra simply set about going through one of several grounding techniques she had learned, hoping to calm her mind. After several attempts, and far more minutes, she succeeded enough to turn to face the woman, a look of curious concern on her face.

“Ten twenty-four Goblin road?”

Diana’s face went white at Sandra’s question, confirming her worst fear.

“Yes, but, how did you know the address?”

There was a hint of fear in Diana’s voice, mirroring that which Sandra felt inside. She leaned back on the couch, and let out a sigh. Even after all these years, there was no avoiding that damned place.

“That. That is where it all went down. That was the house my parents moved us to.”

Diana gasped at the news, and rose to her feet, made her way to her desk and began rifling through papers.

“You won’t find mention of it in my file. Given my age at the time. And...”

Thinking of her sisters Zoe and Tiffany brought a lump to her throat and a tear to her eyes. She took a moment to compose herself before continuing her explanation.

“The ages of my sisters, and the fact that Tiffany’s body was never found, the police put a seal on the official records. Our parents never bought the home, a family friend had lent it to us, and it’s sat empty all this time.”

Diana retook her seat in her office chair, looking every bit as grim as Sandra felt inside.

“So my Jason is remodeling the house where your nightmare began? That’s not going to make for an awkward dinner conversation tonight.”

Sandra gave a soft, almost silent laugh at the comment, and forced a smile on her face for her therapist's sake.

“Hmm, though, this does present us with an opportunity. Now, this is purely voluntary, if you are at all uncomfortable, speak up and we’ll perish the thought. But, for your rehabilitation, maybe it would serve you well to join him as he conducts his assessment? I’ll be there the whole time as well, and we can leave at the first sign of distress.”

Sandra closed her eyes. The mere idea of going back to that palace, that hell on Earth, terrified her. The things that had happened there, at least those she believed to have happened, which contradicted the official narrative significantly, were still in her mind as fresh as the day they had happened.

She let out a sigh, as if there was any one thing she had learned about Diana in these years of seeing her, it was that the woman genuinely cared about her patients, and knew what she was doing. So if this idea might help her recover, then maybe it was worth looking into.

“I don’t know. Maybe. I'll need more details before I can make that decision, sorry.

Diana simply gave her a smile, and a nod, and turned to her desk and began writing something as Sandra fell back into her thoughts.
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Twenty years ago.
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THE RIDE UPHILL ON Goblin road felt claustrophobic as Sandra looked out of the van’s windows. They were currently nearing the end of this one-way street, with only their new home further ahead.

On either side of them were near vertical walls of dirt and stone that formed almost a natural tunnel. According to her father, this street had been carved right through a hill some centuries ago, providing access to an old silver mine near the top of the mountain they were now ascending.

“Sheesh. Could Jimmy have bought a more depressing house in a more disturbing place?”

Zoe was looking out of the front window as she spoke, prompting Sandra to follow her sister’s gaze, laying eyes on their new home for the first time. She sighed as she did, understanding her sister’s words at once.

It was an old two-story wooden structure. The dark brown wood seemed to be in decent enough condition, yet the occasional splotch of shredded and faded white paint showed its age quite well.

There was a broken window on the front porch, an old wispy and half-transparent drape flowing in the breeze just inside. The porch itself looked to be in the worst shape, with half of the shingles on the curved roof missing, and several of the fence posts around its perimeter broken or missing.

“Really, Mom? This is where you guys picked? We had to leave our friends, our school for this?”

She didn’t even bother trying to hide the disappointment in her voice as she turned away from the old house in disgust.

“Well, you girls know we aren’t in the best finances right now, with your father’s layoff. If it weren’t for his best friend, we wouldn’t even have a home right now, so please, try and make the best of it.”

As if in answer to their mother’s plea, Pepper gave a loud meow behind them. Sandra turned to look at the old cat, which they’d gotten some eight years ago or so, currently curled up in Tiffany’s lap in the seat behind Zoe. His travel cage was on the seat behind Sandra, open, and sitting on top of one of several boxes piled up in the back of the van.

“Fine, I’ll try. But I’m not happy about it. And this place better have internet.”

Zoe was back to her usual defiant mood as their mother pulled up and parked in front of the old house. Sandra wasted no time in exiting the van, eager to stretch her legs after the long trip.

Their mother exited the van next, followed by Zoe, who proceeded to help Tiffany out, after putting Pepper back in his cage.

“Man, it looks so much worse up close. Huh, Dad’s not arrived yet? Figured he’d beat us here.”

Sandra had no interest in placating their mother, as nothing about this move was acceptable to her. And now that they were here, she’d have rather been homeless than stuck in this creepy old run down building up in the middle of nowhere.

Worse, most of her stuff was in the rental truck their father was driving, so she couldn’t even begin setting her room up.

Taking one more look at the place gave her bad vibes, so she turned to look away, and came face to face with her mother.

“Hey, chin up, girl. I know it looks bad, but Jimmy assures us the inside is in excellent condition. Now, if you don’t mind, would you keep an eye on Tiff, while Zoe and I begin unpacking? Your father should be here in an hour or so and we can get your stuff unpacked then.”

Sandra sighed, and took her baby sister's hand, while Zoe was giving their mother a death glare.

“Seriously? She gets to watch the brat and I have to do the heavy lifting?”

Sandra couldn’t help but giggle at the stern look their mother gave Zoe in response.

“Zoe Ann Candace, don’t you ever refer to your sister as a brat again. Now come on, less back talk, more heavy lifting.”

Zoe seemed to give up in defeat, as Sandra turned her attention to their youngest sibling, who was giggling and laughing, while staring at that broken window.

At least someone’s having a good time today. The thought was almost as dark as her mood, in stark contrast to the bright and sunny day, itself at odds with the frigid early winter chill in the air.

“Son of a bitch.”

She heard her mother’s words moments before the crash, as Sandra turned to see her mother had dropped one of the boxes, with Zoe giggling behind the woman, making her way to that old dilapidated porch.

“You ok, mom? Need any help?”

Babysitting Tiffany wasn’t high on her list of engaging activities, the child was far too well mannered for such a young age and that left the task boring. 

“No, thank you. Luckily this was just a box of your father’s old books, and not anything fragile. Still, it’s weird, I had a good grip on it, just felt like it gained another fifty pounds on one end, and I lost my balance.”

Lucy’s words left Sandra all the more confused, as that wasn’t like their mother at all. The woman worked in retail, and was often the one stocking shelves, so she was well acquainted with moving heavy boxes.

“Maybe a ghost knocked it out of your hands.”

Zoe mocked their mother as she went back for another box, as Lucy bent over to pick the box she’d dropped back up.

“Second warning, Zoe. I’m not in the mood for your shenanigans today.”

Zoe scoffed at their mother’s words, and picked up the smallest, lightest box in the van and rolled her eyes as she headed off towards the porch again.

“Hello. Hi.”

Tiffany’s soft voice drew Sandra’s attention back to the child, who was smiling, and waving at that broken window once more.

“Wanna play with us?”

Tiffany was speaking to someone, and that left a cold feeling in Sandra as she turned to look at that window, and breathed a sigh of relief as she found it empty.

“Who is Tiffany talking to?”

Their mother had also stopped to look at the old window, and it appeared as if she too saw nothing. Yet Tiffany was still smiling and giggling, waving at seemingly nothing.

“No idea. She’s been fixated on that window since you brought her over. There’s no one inside the house, is there?”

Speaking her thought out loud unleashed the fear that had been clawing at the back of her mind, and left her mother with a concerned look as well.

“Shouldn’t be. Still, I think it best we wait outside till your father gets here, just in case.”

Zoe gave a harsh laugh at them as she carried another small box to the porch, yet her sister’s chipper and sarcastic mood was at odds with the ominous feeling Sandra had growing within.
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PRESENT DAY.

Sandra finished changing into her gym clothes, and made her way out of the locker room. As expected, her trainer, a young woman named Maya, was already waiting at the treadmills. Her long fiery red hair, tucked into a neat braid, contrasted nicely with her dark caramel skin tone, and very fit body.

She was still surprised the woman had agreed to be her trainer, given how she had embarrassed herself the first time they’d met, by asking the woman out, unknowingly right in front of her boyfriend.

Still, Maya hadn’t seemed to hold it against her, and she was very good, if not a little sadistic, at her job as a personal trainer.

“Hey you, ready for our weekly session I see? Gonna have you start with a steady two-mile jog to get the blood flowing. you did remember to stretch properly, as I showed you last time?”

Sandra nodded in response, as she was putting her own blond, shoulder length hair into a ponytail. After finishing she took a spot on the treadmill, and watched as Maya fiddled with some settings. It wasn’t long before the treadmill kicked in, and she set into a fairly leisurely jog, Maya hovering around keeping an eye on her vitals and form.

“Good, you’re doing very good. Though, I can’t help but notice a lack of performance compared to last week. Something on your mind?”

Sandra gave Maya a side glance, as she hadn’t expected the woman to be so observant. Still, she figured it had to go with the job.

“You could say that. Not up for sharing the details, but suffice it to say, my therapist suggested something crazy, and I’m not sure how I feel about it.”

She proceeded to give Maya a basic overview of her last session, now two days ago, as the woman set her up with a more brisk five-mile jog on the treadmill.

“It’s funny, thinking about it. My best friend, Mia? Won’t bore you with the private details, but she also had a traumatic childhood. She recently confronted that trauma head on, and the girl’s been like a whole new person ever since. My advice is, your therapist is on the money with this one.”

Sandra went silent as she focused on her workout, contemplating Maya’s words. She hadn’t dismissed the idea of accepting Diana’s invitation, yet she was terrified of it all the same.

She knew she was fortunate, as the near sixteen years she’d spent in a mental health hospital, and the subsequent four years of therapy had helped immensely, yet it was the fact that she had lost most of her memories of that time that really allowed her to function as normal.

Still, the memories she did have, mostly fragmented and nonsensical, continued to give her nightmares. Things that couldn’t possibly be true, yet, were as vivid as her memories of eating a blueberry muffin with a side of bacon for breakfast that morning.

“No one believed you, did they? With what happened?”

Maya’s soft question broke Sandra from her reflection, and it was only then that she consciously noticed the treadmill had stopped, her five mile jog finished.

It was true. She had been committed following that night based on the descriptions she’d given of such impossible things. Only when she had accepted the truth, or at least pretended to accept the version of events her doctors suggested, was she allowed out.

“No. Honestly, I don’t even know what to believe in myself. Those memories, they’re so disjointed and jumbled in my mind that I don’t know what was real and what was in my nightmares anymore. I’m terrified that going back to that place will tell me which ones were real, and it’s those that scare the hell out of me.”

“Figures. My aunt went through something crazy, and unexplainable. Everyone, even my boyfriend Alex, up until he came face to face with the insane, doubted her. You look to me like someone who’s less in need of healing from her trauma, though I’m sure you need plenty of that, but more like someone who’s in need of answers. And honey, I promise you, you won’t get them sitting on some shrinks expensive couch.”

Maya’s tone of voice was soft, yet held just a hint of authoritativeness. The woman really knew her job well after all, as she led Sandra towards the weights.

“Gonna have you do some lifts, don’t worry, I’m keeping the weights low for now.”

Maya set a pair of small, one handed dumbbells, each only holding a single plate, in front of a bench, which Sandra took a seat on. She lifted the weights, finding herself surprised at how heavy they were despite Maya’s words, yet she set into doing some curls and similar activities as suggested by Maya.

“Your boyfriend. He believes your aunt now?”

She broke a short silence with the question that had been on her mind the last several minutes, and Maya gave her a warm smile in response.

“Yep. When he and his sister, the Mia I mentioned before, faced her own past, he had no choice but to accept reality. The better question is, what are you going to do? Bury your head in the sand, go on believing the official narrative, or take your therapist’s offer up and seek your own answers?”

Sandra set the weights down, both the burning in her upper arms and Maya’s words signaling this part of the workout was finished. Yet the physical pain was nothing, as she knew that both Diana and Maya were right. That she needed to return to the house on Goblin road, to face those demons once more, and maybe, just maybe, get the answers she’s needed the last twenty years.

The fear in her heart at the prospect sent a shiver down her spine, despite the warm and stuffy atmosphere of the public gym.
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TWENTY YEARS AGO

“What are you, a chicken? Come on already.”

Sandra tried to ignore Zoe’s barb, and it wasn’t as difficult to do as she’d expected given just how scared she was. Her sister was already halfway down the stairs leading into the basement, their father already within.

Yet, something just felt off about the place, as she stood in the kitchen, looking down the dimly lit old wooden stairs, and further at the dusty and cracked concrete floor below.

She took a tentative step, spending more time then she should finding her footing on the creaky old slab of wood.

“Oh for the love of. Come on you Sandy chicken.”

Zoe grabbed her arm, and began leading Sandra down the stairs, and while she tried to protest, to stop her sister, it was obvious that Zoe was much stronger than she.

“Finally got the chicken into the coop, Dad.”

Zoe called out to their father, Aaron, somewhere in the dirty, dusty, and severely over cramped basement.

She was about to make a run back up the stairs, now that Zoe had released her, when both siblings jumped as the door to the basement slammed shut, causing the single dim lightbulb to flicker.

“You girls ok? That was probably the wind, your mother’s airing the kitchen out after that burger fiasco.”

The mention of last nights dinner attempt, the first time their father had tried to cook in years, was enough to turn her stomach. She had almost sworn off beef entirely at the acrid and rank scent of burnt meat that had permeated the kitchen, a smell that still lingered within.

Yet, for all the disgust she had at it, it was overhearing their parent’s talking about the incident afterwards that had left her on edge.

It was no secret that their father had less than zero culinary skills. Yet, the one thing he could make, one of the few things anyone could really screw up too badly, was a burger. 

Yet, seemingly as if he’d used lighter fluid instead of cooking oil, the things had gone up in flames, and nearly caught the kitchen itself on fire before Zoe’s quick thinking with a pot lid saved the night.

Their parent’s were checking the thing over late last night, both confused as to how it had happened, and worried that the stove top might have malfunctioned. Yet test after test showed them that he had used vegetable oil, and the stove was working perfectly. 

It had been their mother that put forth an idea, more of an observation she’d had. She’d claimed that the knob on the stove had been turned to the max, that she had turned it back down.

Aaron of course denied that, and the two had bickered for a while over it, over how it could have gotten turned up if neither of them had done so.

“Earth to Sandy, come in alien life form.”

Zoe’s unique brand of humor brought her out of her thoughts, as she turned to see her sister holding an old mostly empty jar up to her face, the glass and small amount of old grayish liquid within distorting Zoe’s face.

“Take me to your leader, alien scum.”

Sandra shook her head at Zoe’s antics as a hand reached over and took the jar from Zoe.
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