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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  




“I lost my thermos,” Sam said. “My girlfriend made me hot chocolate…”

“You know, most people in our line of work drink tea or coffee,” I said, exiting our work van, the rundown Victorian two-story house before us.

“Why?”

“I can’t explain it to you,” I said. “It’s just something that happens when you become an adult.”

“Well, I can’t find it.”

I took the house in for the first time. It was engulfed in dark foliage on both sides—a two-story Victorian with little of its original blue paint left.

The fact that it hadn’t been set on fire or had all its windows broken by squatters, when it was twenty feet from a suburban hellscape, was proof that miracles were still alive in Detroit.

“I remember putting it in the van,” said Sam, searching.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” I added. “But that pot you like smoking—you’re not the type that can get away with that long-term. You don’t have the same reservoir of brain cells, shall we say, that most normal people have.”

“My mother says my brain is just the same as anyone else’s.”

“You see, it’s the mere fact you have that reply on tap that proves my point.”

“I found it,” Sam said, searching the passenger seat of the van. “It was under the seat.”

I walked to the end of the driveway, measuring with my hands how much fence I’d need to cover the apocalyptic view of the boarded-up muffler shop that sat across the road next to a bus stop. The shop’s windows were gone, and there was a collection of rusted scrap metal out front.

The fence would need to be ten feet high, give or take…

The city had put a surveillance camera on top of the muffler shop, which looked down on the bus stop and everything around it, including, no doubt, the front yard of the house where I was now standing. Not that the camera had stopped someone from kicking in all three glass panels of the bus stop the night before. The camera might have even inspired them. It was that part of town, after all.




The front door opened on a shared living room and kitchen. Almost all the furniture was gone, and everything that was left was covered in thick dust.

Sam worked, bringing in our painting gear while I inspected an open floor safe in the kitchen. Its linoleum cover board was beside it. There were signs that someone had tried to drill the safe door years ago but had no luck.

I was no stranger to safes. I’d cracked my fair share in my former life as a professional thief years ago, before I’d learned how to enjoy the slow ride of being a straight shooter. This brand of safe could be opened in under a minute with a strong enough rare-earth magnet by manipulating the deadbolt inside with the magnet from the outside, therefore bypassing any need for a key or combination.

Every time I came across someone using a safe in their house, I felt like explaining to them that they were better off burying their valuables in the backyard in a jar. All a safe was good at was acting as a red herring. Anyone who said otherwise had either no understanding of how easy it was to crack a safe or liked signposting where they kept their valuables. I always buried anything of any real value I had. No one could steal something from you if they had no idea where it was. There was a reason Al Capone’s vault was empty and Captain Kidd’s treasure was never found.

I went out the back door, opened the fuse box, and turned on the power, then exited the back of the house and checked the backyard. Long grass covered everything except a toolshed, whose side was being gradually undermined by the thick roots of a walnut tree that shaded it. The sea of green went all the way to the backyard fence, which blocked the view of a railway line. In the distance, one of Detroit’s cloud makers was puffing out streams of white.

The backyard would be all right once I cut the grass. The toolshed would need to come down, though.

“There are no lightbulbs anywhere,” Sam told me as I returned to the hallway. And he was right—no bulbs anywhere.

“Remind me to buy some,” I said, studying the ceiling. But then, remembering who I was talking to, I searched for my notebook and made a note with my pencil.

“Remind you to do what?”

“Nothing,” I replied.




I went up the staircase to the second floor and walked down the hallway to the master bedroom. A mattress that had seen better days lay propped up against one wall. The bed base was gone. I went to the closet and opened the door, letting loose the strong smell of ancient mothballs. Nothing was inside except a stack of metal coat hangers with a very old pair of red 1950s bowling shoes on top—the leather as hard as rock.

I closed the door and found a lamp on a nightstand. I plugged it in and turned it on; it glowed with its small bulb, but there was a rhythmic flicker. I hoped it was something easy to fix, and not bad wiring. Although, given all the bulbs were missing from below, I guessed it was most likely the latter.

I turned off the lamp and went to the bedroom window, which had a less-than-spectacular view of the second story of the brick house next door. I pulled the thick green curtains back and forth on the curtain rails; they still had life in them.

My goal was just to get the house to livable standards. I wasn’t trying to remodel it. If something still worked well enough, I was leaving it. At the moment, I saw no major issues apart from the wiring, which wouldn’t be cheap.

I had bought the house at an estate auction last month when I’d learned from a little bird that the Mayor’s sister had been buying up properties nearby. I’d smelled something in the works, and it turned out, given the news last week, I’d been right. A major community arts college was to be built on the city dime two blocks down. And although it was unlikely that it would ‘revitalize the district’ as the newspapers said, I hoped to turn a profit on the upswing.

Maybe the little bird had some more tips for me? I would have to ask Sam, since it was his grandmother who was the little bird, the secretary for the Mayor. She had let the detail slip to Sam and me when we were painting her fence. It had been lemonade, sandwiches, and a short conversation about how the Mayor’s sister was investing in some lower-end district. A very nice old woman who had glasses about as thick as you could wear without toppling over.

It did show you the value of good information. Something I’d learned in my former life. You always had to be aware of what things were in play around you. The world was never static.




Across the hallway was a combined toilet and bathroom. I sat on the wooden seat of the toilet, which lay unconnected to any plumbing, and smoked a cigarette. Everything looked good, and even better when I brought up the water blaster to remove the yellowing between the tiles. The only problem was the toilet had, at one point, maybe with the best intentions, been moved from beside the bathroom sink to where it now sat. I could see where they had paved over the drain, but they hadn’t connected any new plumbing to where the toilet now was; no closet flange to drain, no waterline to the tank.

Curry was off the menu, at least for a while. I would just open up the drain again on the other side and reconnect the toilet to where it had been. I was not out to make more work for myself than there needed to be.

I stood before the bathroom sink and tried the faucet. The water ran brown, and the pipes shook; a few seconds later, the water started to clear. Wetting my fingers, I ran them through my hair. Inside the medicine cabinet, I found a pocket knife that someone, for reasons only known to them, had submerged in an ancient bottle of mint Listerine.

I emptied the Listerine and removed the pocket knife. The pungent smell of mouthwash filled the air. The pocket knife was stainless steel, and the blade was still good, but it had led a hard, violent life; deep gashes traced the enamel siding where the faded lettering ‘Luck’s Grill 1949’ was only barely visible.

My grandfather used to say that you could ignore many things, but not something that had come to you the hard way. After my father went to Vietnam and never came back, I spent a lot of time in his company while my mother worked. Many hours watching him work his craft in smoky pool rooms.

I decided to keep the pocket knife. I clipped it onto the loop of my keyring, and it fit perfectly.

Behind me, Sam came in. “The radio isn’t working. It just makes a strange sound. Like popcorn.”

“That reminds me,” I said. “There may be something wrong with the wiring, so don’t plug in your cell phone. It’s all right for power tools, but any sensitive electronics are to be kept away from any outlets.”

I wet my hair and combed it with my hand. “By the way, there is a large walnut tree out the back. Before we leave, fill one of those plastic bags in the van with as many as you can carry. But don’t go wall-nut crazy, though. You eat too many, and you turn into a squirrel.”

I was starting to realize that I had finally become one of those middle-aged men who had graduated to dad humor—jokes that had lost all edge and were perfect for any occasion, even daycare.

“I can’t do any overtime tonight. It’s my girlfriend’s birthday. I am taking her to dinner.”

“I don’t have any extra money to pay you any overtime anyway, not with a baby on the way.”

“You’re having a baby?”

“I told you last week, and the week before that,” I checked my teeth. My gums were still good, and so were my teeth. The trick was not to overbrush; if you did, you brushed away the enamel. “Where are you taking your girlfriend?”

“I’m taking her to that Thai restaurant. The one across from where we painted that motorcycle shop sign.”

“Well, I believe your fine observation skills have led you astray once again.”

“Why?”

“That place you call a restaurant is really a brothel.”

“Really?”

“It is indeed. And I am not saying that from experience, just so you are not confused. It’s open knowledge.”

“But it looks like a restaurant.”

“Well, they have tables, chairs, and a vending machine, so I guess that technically they might qualify.” I waited. “Why don’t you cook her something?”

“But I never cook anything.”

“That’s why it would be special. When I found out my wife was pregnant, I cooked her this Indian vegetarian curry. It had tofu in it. Now, I am far from a vegetarian and honestly, I hate tofu. But my wife likes it, and for that reason, it was special, you know, different.”

Sam looked confused for a moment.

I asked him what was wrong. I wet my fingers and ran a hand again through my hair.

It was a second before the cogs in his brain started moving again. “You told me to tell you if I ever saw water damage. Not just this house, but any house…”

I froze, turning to him. “I did . . .”

“Well, I think there is bad water damage in the hallway.”

Soon we were standing in the middle of the hallway studying a water stain at the base of the skirting board, the wallpaper peeling away and discolored around it. When I bent down, I could already smell dampness. Placing my hand against the skirting board, the wood felt soft—a bad sign, there was a lot of rot there. I removed my hand; my fingers coming away wet.

This was not some leak that occurred only when it rained, which would point to the roof. This was a constant dripping from something like a pipe. But there shouldn’t have been any pipes behind the wall to cause any constant leaks. There was a master bedroom down from me and a bathroom across from that. And that was it.

I started tapping around the wall, and when I got to the middle, it had a completely different sound. I was not hitting early nineteenth-century pine anymore, but drywall. I stopped and pushed my blade a few inches into the wall. There was a layer of plaster, and behind it, drywall. My blade hit something hard behind. I dug around a little until I could see the varnished surface on the other side.

“What does that mean?” asked Sam.

“There’s a hidden room behind there.”

“A hidden room,” said Sam, more to himself.

“Well, a door to a hidden room,” I added, feeling the wall.

I stepped back and studied the wallpaper. Although old, it did not match the rooms. It was only a slight difference, both being green floral patterns, but the wallpaper in the rooms was early nineteenth-century. The wallpaper in the hallway was much later, maybe late 1980s.

“Why would someone try to hide a door to a room?”

“I can think of a few reasons,” I stated. “Given it’s Poletown East, Detroit, they’re mostly bad ones.”

“Should we call the police?”

“Why?”

“Maybe something bad is behind there.”

“You know how you are allergic to lobster? Well, for me, just exchange lobster with the police, in regard to me.”

“You don’t like the police?”

“If there is a dead body behind there, then yes, I guess we will have to call in Detroit’s finest. But short of that, I really need to look out for my allergy.”

“Are you going to open it?”

“I thought I would wait a while. Maybe come back to it in a few days. Figure it out once we finish painting the house. You know, kind of draw out the mystery for as long as possible until I have a long enough cord to make a noose from. Then put it around my neck and hang myself. Maybe in front of this door. Then they can chalk it up to ‘Death by Curiosity’.”

“You’re really not going to open it?”

I examined him for a long moment. “Get the crowbar.”
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I started to pull lumps of drywall and plaster away with my crowbar. Within fifteen minutes I had the door clean and was rubbing the last pieces of plaster away with my hand.

The door was nailed to the floor and the top to the door frame. Even if I removed the nails, the door was not going to open freely because the lock was purposely seized with some type of ancient dry yellow substance, which I guessed was wood glue. I also couldn’t remove the faceplate on the lock because the screw heads were purposely stripped.

Someone had gone to a lot of work to make sure this door was hard to open.

I stepped back and examined it, wondering if I should just cut the entire door in half with my power saw. But I figured it would be better to keep the door at least in one piece, and so I set to work with my hammer, removing the nails.

Sam came back down the hallway with a glass of water in one hand and a broom in the other. “You think the water is all right?”

“This house was sitting in a trust for years before we bought it. Who knows how long that water has been sitting in those pipes; you really want to let the pipes run for at least a moment before you drink anything from them.” I paused. “You do that?”

He shook his head and then came back a few minutes later with a new glass, sipped it, and said it tasted bitter.

“Don’t drink it then,” I told him. “There’s a case of bottled water in the van. If you’re thirsty, just use that.”

My cell phone rang. It was my wife, who had been away the last few days visiting her elderly mother who had taken a fall. I told Sam to take an early lunch. “Bring up that case of water. Sandwiches are in the plastic container just under the front seat. You might as well collect the kettle, tea, and coffee as well. Anything else we might need.” I waited. “Also, bring up the power saw and all the extension cables.”

Sam wandered down the hallway with a bucket of broken plaster in one hand and a broom in the other.

“What’s the damage?” my wife asked over the phone. I started pulling more nails free at the top of the door frame. “How much work do you think there is to do?”

“Maybe two months full-time,” I replied. “One month if you stand behind me with a whip.”

“I’m worried,” my wife started, adding that we would be paying two mortgages and had a baby on the way. She was currently working full-time at a paint store and was concerned about having to reduce her hours once the baby came. “Will we be able to still make our payments?”

“Don’t worry about the money,” I reassured her. “You just worry about that baby and your mother now. Everything else will work out.”

She asked me once again, as she always did, why I was never worried about money, even when our bank account started to get low.

“Because the Lord looks after me,” I replied playfully. But given the empty silence, I knew that answer was not going to cut it, so I told her that I sold a boat I had moored outside of town.

“What boat?”

“Just one of the ones I had when I ran that charter business. That money should be in our account next week at the latest. And that will be enough to more than cover us for the next few months or more.”

“You said last time you sold a boat. So now there was more than one?”

“Something like that.”

“And in six months is there going to be another boat that is going to just show up?”

“There are no other boats. That’s the last one.”

“It just bothers me because you always seem to have money come from somewhere. But I don’t understand where it comes from.”

“Don’t worry about it. We are good for money for a while.”

She was quiet for a moment before adding, “I have to spend an extra night with my mother. So, I won’t be back tonight, but tomorrow morning instead.”

“All right,” I said, then asked how her mother was.

“The doctor says her collarbone isn’t broken, even though we thought it was, but she’s still a bit bruised from the fall. She keeps on saying she needs someone to feed the chickens, so I’m hoping the next-door neighbor will help her out with that. Otherwise, I am going to have to ask around and find someone.” Then she added how she was talking from the side of the road, holding out the phone so I could hear the cars go by, and she had to get her mother back home as it was getting cold.

“I better go. I just wanted to update you. So, I will see you tomorrow morning. At the latest, lunchtime.”

“Roger that.”

“All right, I love you. But I would love you more if I knew you were going to eat a real meal tonight instead of takeaways.”

I was midway through telling her I loved her too, and takeaways were not on the menu tonight, when I told her to wait. “Before you go, just a question. When we bought this house, how long had it sat in limbo in that family trust?”

“Twenty years, I think. But I cannot remember exactly. It could have been longer.”

“No one lived here all that time?”

“They had a property manager who checked on the house and had work done when something broke, but I don’t think anyone lived there.”

“What about who the last owner was before it fell into that trust?”

“I don’t know.”

“Just wondering who lived here, what they did.”

“Well, with the lawyer, it was all paperwork. To be honest, the monotone nature of his voice was putting me half to sleep most of the time.”

“Well, I’ll let you go,” I added at length.

“There was one thing… but it is something strange about the house, not with who lived there.”

“What?”

“Remember that librarian friend I have?”

“Yeah, the little mousy one that married that mechanic with the drinking problem.”

“They are divorced now. But she sent me a clipping of a news story about the house a few weeks ago. I was going to tell you about it, but with my mother and everything that was going on, I just forgot about it.”

“What’s it about?”

My wife paused. “Well, it’s pretty strange. It caused some controversy in the 1980s. The house landed on the front page of the local newspaper and everything.”

I felt the door carefully. “Someone was murdered here?”

“No, nothing like that.”

“Well, what?”

“The house was struck by lightning twice in one day. My friend found this old article. It had our house in it. One of those old black-and-white photographs, the grainy kind. The house looked just the same, apart from the trees being much smaller back then.

“In the news article, the journalist interviewed neighbors and everything. This lady in the article said lightning just came out of the sky and hit the roof twice. It was seen by a crowd of people. I was going to tell you about it, but then, well, you know what happened with my mother.”

“That is strange.”

“Well, I have to go. If you are ordering in, make sure you eat something with a salad.”

“I can make that happen,” and I told her I loved her, and then she was gone.

Sam came down the hallway with so many things stacked in his arms that I thought he was going to topple over.

“You’re a man who does not like to take multiple trips, I take it.”

“I just thought I could carry more.”

“Everyone has a secret talent, they say, and I believe we have found yours.”

“I got the fold-out chairs also, so we could sit.”

I pulled out the last nail from the bottom of the door, stood back, and examined it. “I can see that. Good thinking.”

“Did you tell your wife about the secret room?”

“No,” I said, turning back to the task at hand. “I’ll show her tomorrow. She already has enough on her mind.”

Half an hour later I was calling down the hallway to Sam, where he had the extension cord plugged into one of the bedrooms. I told him to switch it on, and the power saw came to life in my hands. I pressed the saw into the door, and sawdust went flying.

I worked my way around the lock, and then when I removed the lock, pushed, and it fell from the door. Darkness lay on the other side, as did a musty smell of dampness. Soon, Sam was beside me.

I couldn’t see anything in the darkness of the inner room.

I told Sam to do the honors, since now the door was free of nails and should come open easily. But as Sam pushed at the door, nothing happened. Something was still stuck. I wondered if the door had been glued to the frame, but after I took a few steps back and put my shoulder into the door, it came open a few inches. Maybe the door frame had shrunk. I kept putting my shoulder into the door in order to finally get it open enough to walk inside.

I searched for a light switch on the right-hand side, found one, but when I flicked the light switch on, there was an instant flash. The only light bulb in the house, apart from the lamp on the nightstand, had blown.

Sam opened the back of a flashlight and put batteries inside. It was small, made of yellow plastic with a blue starfish on the side, something a child might use.

“You get that in some kind of toy store?” I asked quietly.

“You told me to buy it last month when we were doing that job under that house, but we never used it. You said get something cheap. I bought it at a dollar store.”

“Fair enough,” I said, remembering vaguely saying that. He handed the flashlight to me and I shone the small beam around the room. A rusty mattress sat in one corner surrounded by empty soda and baked bean cans. In the middle of the room was a dusty red chair with a broken armrest and in the right front corner was some kind of clothing hanging from a coat hanger with a dirty blue blanket around it. The power outlet in the room had caught fire at one point in the past with high smoke stains above it, blackening the ancient peeling green wallpaper.

But we were only looking at one thing.

And that was the strange rectangular water tank that was countersunk into the wall. It was six feet wide and three feet high with its front covered in a sheet of plexiglass that was bolted to a gray frame.

Behind the plexiglass was water so dark it resembled ink. It dripped down the base of the plexiglass near the bolts, forming a slimy path that led across the room and into the skirting board.

At least one puzzle was solved.

“It’s amazing that there’s no mold around here,” I said, now looking around the room. “The air feels damp. But no mold.”

“Is it a fish tank?”

I inspected the dark water. “I don’t know. I mean, it can’t be a fish tank; there is nowhere to feed the fish.”

Sam used his cell phone for a better light, and I continued with the cheap flashlight.

There was a $1.99 sticker on the glass.

I wasn’t sure how much a six-by-four sheet of plexiglass was today, but I was sure it was a great deal more than $1.99.

Sam tapped the glass and stirred up some silt behind it. The water was too dark to see through. This was unusual because dirty water always cleared over time with the sediment sinking to the bottom.

The flashlight grew dull in my hand. I tapped it to bring the light back. I guess there was a bad connection with the batteries, but I couldn’t expect more since the flashlight itself cost about as much as the plexiglass did back in the 1980s, or whenever it was purchased.

Sam touched the plexiglass. “It’s warm.”

I felt the gray frame. It was at ambient temperature and rough to the touch. “It looks like cement, but it’s soft like dried clay.”

I scratched the gray surface with the blade of my newly found pocket knife. Small fragments came free but stuck to the gray frame like little iron filings to a magnet. But it was not magnetism, because the blade of my pocket knife was stainless steel and should have also stuck if it were. “Maybe it’s some kind of static electricity. Like if you rub your feet on carpet, it can make your arm hairs stand on end.”

I instructed Sam to fetch the nightstand lamp from the master bedroom. He returned about to plug it into the socket in the room, but I told him to use the extension cord. “Let’s avoid that outlet,” I told him, taking the lamp. I removed the shade and sat the bare lamp on a chair next to the plexiglass. It was flickering more than in the bedroom although I was not sure why.

“There must be a supply of water behind there,” I said, studying the plexiglass. “Otherwise, it would have dried out long ago. That would also explain why the water is still murky as if the constant flow is kicking up the sediment. Something must be feeding it.”

“You think there is a pipe running up to here?”

“Must be some kind of float system, like in the tank of a toilet. When it gets to a certain level, it feeds it again.” I told him to get the stud finder from the van, which had a pipe detection setting like most stud finders, and when he returned, I ran the stud finder around the tank but found no pipes behind the wall. The meter also randomly maxed out as if the wall was made of metal. It would then keep beeping even when I moved away from the wall.

“What’s that mean?”

“It means you need to get the other stud finder.”

He came back and we tried the second stud finder, but it also seemed to think the entire room was made of metal. I shook the stud finder and then removed the batteries and put them back in and tried again. Same results.

“Let’s just try and drain it,” I said at last. “We are going to have to do that anyway, so might as well just start there,” I said. “We need the drill and those empty plastic paint buckets.”

While Sam left, I found myself looking at the blue blanket in the corner of the room. Something was hanging on a coat hanger behind it. I removed the blanket and dust filled the room so thick I had to wave it away for a minute before I could take a breath.

Behind the blanket was what appeared to be some kind of environmental suit. It was thick and rubbery with large moon boots and gloves attached to it and a wide midsection. At the front was an open rectangular pouch. Down each leg and arm was a white translucent stripe. Around the collar was a golden-colored metal ring. The lining inside the suit was a copper-colored material.

As I was studying the suit I found the fishbowl helmet sitting in the corner in the shadow of the suit. I picked it up. The same copper-colored lining was inside and when I turned it over and felt the lining. It was rough like sandpaper. There also were no holes to attach any type of air pipes for any breathing apparatus, so at least I knew it was not for anything that required an external air supply.

“What’s that?” asked Sam as he returned.

“I don’t have a clue.” The front of the helmet had a golden reflective visor. I placed it back down in the shadow of the suit. “Tomorrow I’ll take some photos, post them online, and ask around. Maybe it is worth something. Anyway, we’ll figure that out tomorrow. One mystery at a time.” I turned back to the water tank and told Sam to put the drill and buckets in the corner while I marked out the hole.

I marked the hole in the lower right corner, just high enough to escape the silt but low enough to drain most of the water. Then I slowly and carefully led the drill bit into the glass, into the small right-side corner, three inches above what I guessed was the thickest sediment layer.

The drill worked its way into the glass with ease, and soon I was through. I pulled the drill out slowly, and then, when I was free, an arch of water flowed out and Sam caught it in the bucket. A swampy pungent odor filled the entire room.

“Perfect,” I said.

The bucket started filling with dark water. I nudged it forward with my boot a bit to make sure it was in the middle.

We watched it for fifteen minutes, changing out three buckets in that time, and I listened to the wall but did not hear anything; no pipes appeared to be feeding the tank even though the water level was unchanged.

“It smells bad,” said Sam.

“There must be some kind of pipe feeding it.”

“What do we do?”

“Let it run for a while. The water should at least clear.”

We watched buckets fill. I had two cups of coffee in that time and smoked two cigarettes. I was about to light my third when I decided it was time to shut off the water main to the house and when I arrived outside, it took me almost twenty minutes to find the water main. For some reason, it was underneath a piece of terracotta tile in the middle of a dense hedge. I had to push my hand into the branches of the hedge to turn it off, but I managed to do so after some cursing.

Afterwards I collected a piece of welding rod from the van. I measured it with a ruler and marked the inches on it, and then checked the garden tap at the side of the house. I turned it on. It flowed with water for a moment, but then ran down into a trickle, a small drip, then nothing.

The water was turned off to the house.

Within a moment I was back in the room. Sam was seated on the chair with the missing armrest in front of the tank, watching the water flow.

“It still has not cleared,” he said. “It’s just as dirty as when we started.”

“Well, that is about to change. There is no more water feeding the house. The water main is off.”

He asked what the welding rod was for. I showed him the marks I had made and how I had created a makeshift ruler. “I just wanted to gauge how deep the actual tank is.”

Slowly, I placed the rod through the hole in the plexiglass, expecting at any moment to feel the back of the tank. Since it could not be any deeper than a foot, I guessed, but the tank took the entire rod.

“That is four feet of rod,” I told Sam. “Four feet of rod from the plexiglass and into the tank.”

It seemed impossible given that the tank I guessed had about a foot of space in the wall before it would be poking outside like some kind of architectural blunder. But of course, that was just a guess. What seemed impossible, I found, most often had a simple explanation once you broke down all the parts involved.

I removed the rod and pushed it in one more time, and after it was fully in, I went up to the glass and tried to see anything. I moved the rod back and forth, and some of the murky water moved, but that was about it. Then I pulled the rod back out.

“That’s four feet?” Sam asked.

“Yeah.”

“I did not think there would be that much room there.”

“Before we declare ourselves part of a Twilight Zone episode, let’s just get some perspective.” I took out my measuring tape and measured the dimensions of the room. I went out the door and measured the distance from the room to the window at the end of the hallway. Sam exited the room and watched me. I wrote down my measurements in my notebook, then went outside and stood in front of the house. I stepped into the rose garden and measured from the end of the hallway window above me, which looked down on the van, to the side of the house.

I added up my numbers. On paper, it made no sense. The room needed at least three more feet of space, which did not exist.

For a moment, I just inspected the numbers, and they made my head hurt, like something had been revealed about the world that I was not supposed to see. Like a fairy or unicorn was before me.

I stepped back from the house until I was beside the van and just studied the house; going over the measurements I had taken. Sam was now at the hallway window, which he had opened. I came forward until I was at the front of the van.

“There is no room for us to put four feet of rod in that wall,” I called up. “There’s just no way.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know.”

“So, what do we do?”

I waited. “We go shopping.”
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