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      This story is one of 52 weekly stories written (and published) over a year. It’s part of the Super Great Challenge (SGC) run by Dean Wesley Smith and Kristine Kathryn Rusch through the WMG Publishing workshops on Teachable. Without that challenge, this story (and the others) likely wouldn’t exist.

      Additionally, in creating the cover art for the stories in the SGC, I’ve typically used Blender—my favorite application ever—an open source, free, 3D modeling, digital painting, animation, sculpting, and video editing application. I’ve taken courses and watched tutorials from creators like Ducky 3D, SouthernShotty, Grant Abbitt, Curtis Holt, Ryan King, the Blender Studio, CG Cookie, CG Boost, the Blender Guru and so many others. It’s a wonderful and inspiring community.

      And I’m so grateful for the support of my members on my site (ryanmwilliams.com) for their encouragement for this challenge. My family has also been instrumental in making this possible. It helps immensely having people behind me on this journey. Thank you.
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      Every city has its decades wrapped around it like fingers around a neck. The neighborhoods tell stories. East Neville’s houses sprung up like mushrooms when the WWII veterans returned home. Mass produced and fueled by FHA loans, the post-war houses in East Neville followed five simple plans with four of those being mirrored versions of each other. I’d grown up in a neighborhood pretty much the same, except built during Vietnam, with smaller lots. With a quarter-acre lot on the corner, my folks had one of the bigger backyards in the neighborhood.

      I leaned back against my old Datsun pickup and pulled my notebook out of my breast pocket. I nudged the pencil out of the coil at the top, both ends sharpened in case one broke. I flipped it open to a blank page as I studied the house in front of me, catching my breath, and jotting down my impressions.

      The cold October sun didn’t provide much warmth, despite it being after two p.m., and not a cloud in the sky. Frost definitely tonight. Dried brown leaves drifted into piles along the shaggy grass in front of the brick-faced ranch house. Grass yellowed in spots suggested frequent watering by a dog, but none of the lawn looked tended. No edging done along the street or the drive, from which weeds grew out of the spiderweb of cracks in the dirty concrete. A rusted Ford F150 sat on blocks with naked rims on one side of the drive. It had a small oak tree growing out of the accumulated debris piled at the bottom of the cracked windshield. No other cars parked in the driveway right now. A yellowed porch light on above the screened front door. Brown curtains covered the large picture windows to the left of the door.

      386 Fir St E, I wrote in my notebook. The peeling letters were visible on the square black mailbox at the end of the drive.

      Between the door and the drive, a cracked concrete sidewalk curved around a big blue-green juniper taller than the loose gutters. The rest of the—couldn’t call it a flower bed, as it had nothing but skeletal brown sticks and accumulated leaves, blown against the house from the big leaf maple at the corner of the narrow front yard.

      An untended, unwelcoming house. No halloween decorations here and I knew that the porch light, usually left on, would be off on Halloween. I glanced over at the nearest neighbor, to the right, on the other side of a white picket fence just past the rusted truck. Obvious contrast, with a well-maintained yard, everything as trim and neat as my receding hairline after a trip to the barber. The larger blue and white split-level (one of the few in the neighborhood) already looked like they had bought out Lowe’s Halloween section with the number of plastic skeletons, plastic jack-o-lanterns, and not-so-spooky ghosts hanging from the broad branches of the oak in the front yard.

      Both houses told me that this East Neville didn’t have a neighborhood association. I preferred that. It was the sort of neighborhood where people minded their own business. Despite the over-compensation next door, most of the houses had a depressed feel I recognized from experience. Likely, people didn’t stay long in this neighborhood—I’d seen three for sale signs on this street alone. I’d kept my eye out for something else unmistakeable, and I’d found it when I saw this house.

      The first sign had felt like an icepick had suddenly been driven into my left eye like an impromptu lobotomy. Swearing, I slammed on the brake and clutch, reflex, and was fortunate no one was right behind me. Squeezing my eyes tight, I clutched the steering wheel and flinched from the bright light away to my left, visible despite my closed eyes. It was a bad one. I tasted pennies on my tongue. No one came out of any of the houses to question why I was bent over the wheel. I call it a migraine, but its like no migraine the doctors recognize. They say it’s a flash migraine, but that’s not it. Just the closest thing to what they know.

      With my eyes still closed against the pain, I start to see. It’s like my vision starts to clear, always beginning with the light in my left eye. It expands, drawing a cloudy picture without substance. The house appeared first etched in white and black particles that always appeared to be streaming away into a dark, starless sky. Almost like fire, or fog rising off water. The light of it grows, showing me the surroundings of the house, the concrete and dirt, littered with dead grass, flowers, and somehow even the small bones of voles or mice in abandoned and collapsed burrows like bright stars visible through the darker earth. During one of these episodes, I only see non-living things. Anything alive isn’t visible to me like this, as if the Earth is nothing but a barren graveyard and the ground beneath my feet is translucent. The fir tree was an insubstantial shadow of itself with bits of dried bark and needles caught in the branches giving the suggestion of the tree.

      It’s the house drawing my attention, though, because it is the brightest thing in the landscape nearby. There’s something there, brighter than the surroundings. I can’t make out any details but its like there’s a light moving slowly through the small rooms of the house, brightening each room in turn. It’s a deathly cold light that passes through walls in its meandering.

      Then I jerked upright, electricity coursing along my nerves, stiffening my spine and I thrashed back against the seat as my eyes snapped open. The vision left me and my hand shook when I turned off the engine. I sat there for several minutes, breathing hard, before I got out of the truck and slammed the door shut. I had leaned back against it and looked up at the house with my naked eyes.

      I don’t enjoy these ‘experiences’ but I’d come looking. I needed a job. I’ve got bills, same as anyone. With my peculiarities, its not the sort of thing most employers want in an employee. My ‘post-injury seizures,’ as they’ve been called, are deemed a disability that they can’t accommodate. Too much risk. The Army didn’t like it either, discharging me on medical, but also denying my full benefits. Post-traumatic stress cited, result of the attack on our vehicle. Counseling recommended. That didn’t solve my particular affliction.

      I finished making my brief notes about the place and got back into my truck. I’d come back later, after some research, to talk to the owner. I figured they’d be back late. I don’t think they enjoyed spending time at home.

      Before I pulled back out into the street I saw a curtain twitch, but I knew nobody was home.
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