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THIRTY OR SO YEARS AGO

––––––––
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The expectant, worry-filled eyes of Mr. and Mrs. Denderson affix onto Sofia, sending her skin into a tizzy of gooseflesh and impending doom. She turns to her twin sister, Grace, only to see the same look of trepidation and anxiety on her face. Like looking in a damned mirror, as always.

“We’ll give you half now and half after we speak with him,” Peter Denderson pleads with the sisters. “Please.”

Sophia and Grace shake their heads. “No. It’s too dangerous for us,” Sophia says. “This isn’t a half-in, half-out thing. All of it. Right now. Or we leave.”

“We don’t know you from Adam, though.”

Peter’s wife, Melanie Denderson, grabs her husband’s arm and offers him a ‘just give it all to her’ look.

The room is domestically non-distinct. At its center is a circular dining room table adorned with various candles; around it is a hastily drawn pentagram scrawled in chalk and infused with salt. Sofia remains proud of her rudimentary handiwork, but she expects her sister to most likely disapprove. “It’s all in the details,” Grace sometimes said under her breath at the most inopportune moments. “Eat me,” Sofia would usually reply. Being twin mediums isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. The flashy brochure in their minds lied like a rug to their naïve hopes and facile dreams.

After a few more heavy sighs, Peter Denderson finally concedes, pulling out a wad of cash from his jacket and outstretching his arm. “Here,” he says with both impatience and disgust. “Still can’t believe we’re doing this.”

Sofia takes the money and begins counting it. “One hundred, two hundred, three hundred, four hundred—”

“For Christ’s sake, it’s all there!”

Sofia sighs and restarts the count. “One hundred, two hundred, three hundred...”

“Please, Peter,” Melanie says, gently grabbing his arm. “Just let them do it. All those sleepless nights. All those tears. This might give us... closure. Or something. Please.”

“...five hundred, six hundred, seven hundred, eight hundred...”

Peter pulls away and grunts. “A thousand bucks for this pantomime. Just speed it up, will you?”

“Please stop treating this like a sideshow, Mr. Denderson,” Grace says. “It is far from it, I assure you. You’ll see for yourself soon enough.”

Sofia bristles with renewed confidence at her sister’s words. She knows ‘the spiel’ is on the way, and if there’s any lingering doubt left in their clients’ minds, Grace’s sobering coda usually sealed the deal. 

“Is it all there, Sis?” Grace asks in a much softer tone.

“Nine hundred, one thousand. Yep. All present and correct.”

“Good. Now, as I was saying, Mr. Denderson, this is not theater. It’s not a dinner show. We charge a thousand dollars because this is exhausting work. Every interaction, every connection, takes a little piece from us. Do you understand? Not to mention the nightmares or the burden of carrying other people’s trauma. And by no means is this guaranteed income. Only luck, if you pardon the terminology, will send another grieving person our way who wishes to use us as a conduit to commune with their beloved deceased.”

Peter Denderson folds his arms and pouts like a child.

“You’ll never see us on some cheesy psychic TV show,” Sofia adds. “We can promise you that. That’s where all the fakes and grifters hang out.”

“And what makes you so different?” Peter scoffs. 

“You’ll see how we do it for real,” Grace says, her small voice now somehow filling the room. “You’ll see.”

As Peter Denderson studies Grace’s stoic face, a shudder rattles down his spine. “Can we just start already? I have a doctor’s appointment.”

Sofia and Grace nod at each other. It’s go time. Sofia looks through the window out into the malaise of suburbia that surrounds them. It’s quiet. Eerily still. Perfect conditions for a successful séance, she thinks. Still, nerves bite as she drawers the curtains.

Noting the poor woman suddenly looks petrified, Grace places a hand on Melanie’s shoulder. “It’s okay if you want to back out, love,” she whispers. “Now’s your chance. There’s no guarantee we’ll find him out there.”

“Do we get a refund?” Peter asks.

Grace sighs, maintaining her focus on Melanie. “When we reach out to the otherworld, there’s no telling what will answer back. Your son, hopefully. Maybe. But there’s always a chance someone or something else might answer the call. As I mentioned earlier, this is dangerous territory. It has risks. Certainly not to be messed with. And yes, Peter, you will get a full refund if you decide not to go ahead.” 

“No,” Melanie says, tears in her eyes. “We’ve come this far. I want to do it. We’re doing it.”

Grace smiles. “Very well.”

Sitting to the right of Melanie, Grace beckons for Sofia to sit between herself and Peter, patting her hand on the empty padded seat. “Ready?”

Sofia is never truly ready for what is about to happen, but it’s the only way they know how to pay the bills. And they’re good at what they do. Very good. Besides, they’ve ruled out the alternatives. Retail. Food service. Data entry. It was all for the birds. Staying together has always been the most important thing, especially after all they’d been through, everything they’d had to endure. “Ready,” she says, taking her place.

“Is this the part where we join hands?” Peter asks.

“Yes, Peter,” Grace replies. “Your sarcasm game is on point.”

“I was only asking.”

Melanie side-eyes her husband and straightens her posture.

Encouraging the Dendersons to do the same, Sofia and Grace extend their arms. The four lock hands, an ominous silence falling on them.

“Right now, we’re tuning into the frequencies out there,” Grace reassures after a while. “It will only be but another few moments.”

“Oh, okay,” Melanie says with a small, nervous squeak in her throat.

As the Dendersons await further instructions, the kitchen clock ticks away like a bomb. Every second builds anxiety, each tick sounding louder than the last. Peter Denderson fingers his tie away from his throat. Melanie Denderson habitually pushes her glasses back up her nose. Tick tock. Tick tock. The couple shift in their seats, wearing their impatience and fear. 

Tick. 

Tock.

Finally, Grace lifts her head, partially breaking the extended patch of deep, deathly tension. “Okay. I think we’re good to start now.” Her voice ricochets through the grave-quiet abode like a bullet careening to and fro in a steel bank vault. “The stage is set. We have the floor.” 

The Dendersons flinch and tense up.

“My sister will lead us through the joining,” Sofia says. “You need to follow her instructions to the letter. Got it?”

“Yes,” Melanie and Peter answer, completely cowed.

“To. The. Letter.”

“We said we got it,” Peter says. “And what will you be doing?”

“I’m the rudder,” Sofia says. “I keep the boat afloat and in the right direction, so to speak.”

Grace clears her throat. “I ask no one to speak once I start. Multiple voices only confuse things once we’re connected. And whatever you do, do not break contact under any circumstances. Do you understand?”

The Dendersons exchange another nervous glance. “Yes,” they reply. 

The air already feels heavier. And even though it’s barely mid-day, it feels like the sun is setting. Sofia tries to peer through a small gap in the curtains, but Grace harrumphs at her to pay attention.

“I speak for Melanie and Peter Denderson,” Grace says. “We search the otherworld in peace and understanding. Is there anyone out there called Sammy Denderson?” Grace pauses and closes her eyes. “Sammy, are you out there? Your mother and father would like to speak with you. Please come forward, Sammy.”

Supreme quiet. Grace leans in a little, eyeballs moving back and forth under closed lids. “Are you there, Sammy?”

Tension mounts. Melanie and Peter focus on Grace, their faces pictures of expectation and fear. Tick tock. Tick tock. Sofia watches them watching her sister, unable to imagine the heartbreak of losing a child. She sneaks another peak at the closed curtains, only to see no light emanating from outside whatsoever. It might as well be midnight. A chill marches down her back, adding to her foreboding. 

“Sammy, are you out there?” Grace begins to breathe much heavier, her eyeballs now frantic beneath their lids. “Sammy, please make yourself known.”

Sofia shivers again. An inexplicable claustrophobia has her wanting to run. It wraps around her like a heavy blanket, squeezing at her chest. She tries to relax, but it won’t let her be. Not like the other times where she can shake it off, this feels like it’s here to stay. Something’s wrong. Her sixth sense is off the charts. Hairs prick at the back of her neck. Her stomach lurches. There’s a feeling of being watched. She opens her mouth to say something to Grace but knows her sister will chide her for it.

“Sammy? Please, your parents just want to hear your voice and tell you they love you. Their hearts ache so much for you. Just come and speak with us for a moment. Only for a moment. I promise we mean no harm.”

A tear rolls down Melanie Denderson’s left cheek. Peter Denderson bites at his lip, his right leg shaking vigorously under the table.

Sofia’s heart bleeds for them, but she wants this to be over. More than anything else, she wants this to come to an end. One séance a few months back lasted almost six hours before they made contact with some guy’s favorite dead uncle. Uncle Roger, was it? For ages afterwards, the room smelled of cough drops and Aqua Velva. Sofia shivers again. Goosebumps line her arms. Even the thought of more than a few minutes in this current state, let alone several hours, becomes too much to bear. But just as she’s about to reach over to Grace, her sister’s mouth opens, the voice of a young child spilling from pale lips: “Hello? Who’s there? Is someone looking for me? Is that you, Mommy? Daddy?”

Audible gasps fill the room. “Sammy Boy?” Melanie’s voice cracks with emotion. “Sammy, is that you? Oh, please, Sammy! Pleeeeeease!”

“Mommy?”

“Yes, darling, it’s mommy. I miss you so much.”

Peter Denderson’s mouth hangs open. He shakes a tear away and wills himself into the moment. “Sammy! Is that you? It’s Daddy here. We’re both right here, son. Are you okay? Are you safe? Oh God, Sammy!”

Oppressive silence falls as the Dendersons wait for Grace’s lips to move again. They move closer still, eyes wide and mouths hanging open. Seconds pass. Minutes. All the time, the tension builds—tick tock—until a gust of unexplainably foul-smelling wind brushes across them, extinguishing the candle. Melanie gasps. Grace remains silent, her mouth hinged open, her eyes rolling madly around beneath their lids. 

Sofia’s guts churn again. Skin tightens around her skull. The heaviness is unbearable. There’s a smell in the room, too. Dank. Like laundry that’s dried too slowly. 

“What’s happening?” Melanie asks. “What is she doing?”

Peter snaps his head towards Sofia. “Talk to her, for Christ’s sake! Where did our Sammy go?!”

“Grace...” Sofia whispers ever so softly. And then a little louder. “Grace! What are you—”

Grace’s eyes snap open, only the whites visible as her otherworldly glare fixes on Sofia. A horrific, booming voice filled with death, decay, and hate spews forth from her mouth: “Did you really think you could hide from me?!”

Sofia’s stomach drops. He’s here. He found us. Oh my God...

“I’ll tear the flesh from your worthless souls and send you both straight to Hell!”

The Dendersons scream and break contact. Almost immediately, they’re sent hurtling towards the walls behind them. Pained moans fill the room as their bodies slam against plasterboard, pinned by an unseen force. Something more than agony spreads across their faces as the stench in the room worsens.

“Oh God! Grace! Close the door!” Sofia yells, feeling the pressure on her chest. “Can you hear me, Grace? Right now! Close the door!”

Deep guttural laughter follows. “You’ll burn forever down there, girls! I’ll make sure of it.”

Before Melanie and Peter can even begin to collect themselves, their legs twist to grotesque angles, setting off a series of bloodcurdling cries. Their arms jerk and crunch. Their hands twist in on themselves. Almost a howl emerges from their lips, cut short as their necks snap with a loud crack, followed by a series of horrific ripping sounds. Both their heads tilt, tongues lolling from their mouths. Sofia screams. And on noting their spinal cords protruding through their neck flesh, she screams again and again and again.

“Forever and ever and ever!”

In contrast to how fast the couple hit the wall, their bodies slide slowly to the ground. 

Grace remains seated, a horrible smile slathered across her face. 

“Don’t let him in, Grace,” Sofia yells, fighting the temptation to curl into a ball. “Close the door!” Amazed her legs still work, she works against something more than gravity, clambering onto the table and dragging her body across. She gets to her elbows and smacks Grace hard across the face. And again. Again. “Wake up, Grace!” she yells, screaming into those pale white eyes. “Wake up!”

Grace sneers and grunts. Saliva froths between her lips. 

Just as Sofia prepares to strike again, a noise from behind prompts her to turn. Peter and Melanie’s solid white eyeballs stare back at her. Something dark, not blood, begins leaking from their gnarled bodies. Their mouths begin to move in unison, controlled by some invisible puppet master from Hell: “I told you I’d come back for you! You’ll never escape me! Never! Hahaha!” The thing’s laugh is pure, undiluted evil, threatening to drive anyone within earshot completely mad. Including Sofia. Especially Sofia.

“Wake up, Grace! Wake up! Wake up! Wake up!” Sofia turns and gives it everything she has, physically and mentally, wincing as her palm makes contact with her sister’s cheek and squinting as a bolt of pain thunders across her forehead. “WAKE UP!”

A sliver of light spills into the room. Some of the stench fades.

Grace seems to come to, her eyes rolling back into place. She shakes her head several times as if trying to shake off evil itself. In between gasps, she whimpers something croaky and inaudible. After what seems like an eternity, she reaches for her sister’s hand. “Jesus, Sofia, he was here,” she finally manages to say, eyes wide and full of fear. “He was here. What are we going to do? What are we—” She observes the room now slathered in darkness and death. And as for that lingering stench. “He’s found us. The bastard, Frederik, has found us.”
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PRESENT DAY

Whistle While You Work

––––––––
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As the three ex-cons ascend the heavy-duty staircase, wood creaks, intermittently dampening the sound of their synchronized heavy breathing. It’s a perfect setting: a centuries-old building, no doubt housing all sorts of dark secrets and skeletons. “Original features mostly,” the owners told them, including a substantial unlit stone fireplace that only seems to suck heat from the vacuous space. On the ground floor, slivers of moonlight fail to reach the darkest recesses. The landing above offers no solace, unsettled dust swirling under a high coffered ceiling. 

“I’m done with this,” Bruce Suffolk mutters. “Done. Done. Done.”

Kenneth Dristan—or ‘Ken’ to anyone who values their teeth—turns, the fingers of his right hand coiling tight around the stolen camcorder. They have enough money for a new one, but old habits die hard. “Get your head in the game, twerp. All you’ve done all night is whine. It’s like being on a really shitty date with no hope of a happy ending.”

“I’m sick of it. Can’t sleep, what with all the nightmares. I see things in the dark. Hear things. Can’t even close my eyes without the TV being on these days. And sometimes it feels like—”

“Jesus effin’ Christ! Nightmares about nuffin’ at all?!” Ken turns to their self-imposed boss, Roy Bingham. “For the love of God, sort this fucker out before I floor him, will you? I signed up for AV, not to change nappies and sing lullabies. There ain’t no monsters under this one’s bed, ya know, only a dumb sonofabitch inside it.”

Roy flicks Bruce a glance. “Come on, Brucey. Quit being soft, will you? Save the energy for when we’re on camera.”

Bruce throws Roy a hurt look but continues on nonetheless. Coolness wraps around them, the trespassing wind occasionally finding its way through rattling windows with an almighty howl. A cobweb-covered chandelier swings back and forth, its squeak adding to the ominous soundtrack and overall menace of the place. As they continue up the spiral stairs, the eyes from the paintings seem to follow their every move. All three feel their hairs prickling as they near the top, though only Bruce wears his thumping heart on his sleeve. 

“I mean it, Roy. I think this is my last one.” Bruce forces himself to mount the next step, his eyes following every noise. “I’m just not cut out for this.”

“For God’s sake,” Roy says, “you’ve been breaking and entering since you could walk.” Thinking back to their anger management classes in prison, he inhales. What was it again? Recognize, reflect, respond? “Why are you suddenly shitting yourself about something that doesn’t exist? I’m telling you, people are much scarier any which way you slice the summer sausage, pal. Take those poor lifer schmucks in the lovely hole we came from as an example.”

Bruce shakes his head and sticks his hands in his pockets. “Just don’t like it. Too much stress. And the brain doesn’t stop to discern whether it’s real or not when we’re in the shit.”

“Get a grip, old chum. I mean, what is it really? Hm? Something about having permission to enter an uninhabited building that suddenly freaks you out? Is it too legit for you? Should we smash a few windows? Defecate on some bedspreads? Sniff some panties? Christ, we’re onto a good thing here. Making a stash just to put this hotel back on the map. Do you know how much they’re paying us for this?”

“I know, Roy, I know, but—”

“How many places have we investigated? How many times have we been unable to find a rational explanation for events?”

“Roy, it’s just that I—”

“How many, Bruce?”

Bruce pouts and aims his stare at the floor. “None.”

“Exactly. None. Nada. Diddly squat with a cherry on top. And how long were we talking about this on the inside? Going straight and making an honest living. If nothing else, do it for your kid. What’s his name again?”

“Fuck’s sake, how long have you known me? I have a little girl. Olivia. You know that, Roy. O-liv-i-a. She’s eleven. You came to her birthday party last month for crying out loud.”

“Ah, yeah, well... do it for sweet little Olivia, then. I bet they’re bleeding you dry for child support, aren’t they? That shrill harpy of an ex you got, sheesh. She doesn’t help matters not one bit. So think about the long term. The long game, Brucey. Olivia’s schooling. Her future. All those years in the joint that we whittled away. All those odd jobs and courses we did. The ones the others shrugged off in exchange for a little of the old in-and-out in the license plate factory with whoever the new fish was. And it was nothing but fate meeting Ken inside, a match made in hell for sure. The man’s a goddamn wizard with all this techy stuff.”

“Simply the best,” Ken concurs. “Comes right under armed robbery on my CV.” He’d never admit it to the others, of course, but dabbling in the occult scares him to death. This spook show he finds himself in is just a means to an end while the money’s coming in. At least, that’s what he keeps telling himself. Came across from England without a pot to piss in, only plans to follow a career in television production. Of course, his only lead turned out to be full of shit. Surprise. Surprise. So, crime was the natural progression. “Could have been something,” he says. “Could be working with Pitt and Portman instead of Birdbrain and Bingham.”

Bruce snaps his head to the ceiling. “You hear that?”

Roy puts a finger to his colleague’s lips.

The noise from above is undramatic but noteworthy, somewhere between a scuttle and a scrape. Still, they follow it until it fades to nothing. In silence, they wait. And wait. Until only an echo of the noise fills their heads. Thunder rumbles, lightning strikes, and shadows dance, but the trio’s eyes remain fixed on the ceiling.

“The attic,” Ken finally says, lowering the camera and leading the charge. “That’s where one of the EVP recorders was picking things up earlier.”

Bruce feels the blood running from his face as he prepares to face whatever’s making such a racket. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”
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