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      After driving for most of the day, anticipating what promised to be an exceptional experience, all Andy could do was stare at the eyesore in front of him with a feeling of disappointment. Shane stood beside him, looking at the same monstrosity of a house, and Andy could see the huge grin through his thick, dark beard.

      Whoever owned the place hadn’t bothered to have any maintenance done over the past few decades. Vines crawled up the exterior almost to the roof and at this point were part of the structure itself. The forest that surrounded the house on three sides, unhappy about being cut back to make room for the edifice, was taking its property back, inch by inch. It even invaded the half-mile-long driveway, making the last leg of their journey much rougher than expected. Especially for those who sat on the floor in the back of the cargo van with their equipment. Before long, the woods would engulf the entire property.

      The one thing Shane hadn’t exaggerated was the size of the house. Imposing and unwelcoming, made even more so by the shadows from the trees that darkened most of the house, including the front door.

      He smelled burning leaves and as he turned, he saw Kurt and Simone still standing beside the van, waiting. Kurt took the occasional puff from a joint. The man’s long grey hair and beard made him look like Jesus, had he lived past the age of fifty, though the perpetual grin snatched away the illusion. Simone was much younger. She had the typical Scottish look but a French last name, which made her heritage a bit of a mystery, even to her.

      Andy heard the familiar sound of branches and gravel crunching under tires several seconds before the car came into view. Andy hoped it was the house’s owner upon whom they waited to let them inside, but once he saw the car, he recognized it right away and his disappointment grew. Once it came to a stop behind the cargo van, three people exited the vehicle. Andy shook his head when he saw Don. Despite being in the middle of nowhere, he still wore his suit. The same one he wore every time Andy saw him, which Don thought made him look like a high-rolling business executive, but Andy thought he looked more like a disgruntled accountant.

      The other two people Andy recognized as Tanya and Emma, Shane’s wife and ten-year-old daughter. He knew Don was going to be staying at the house with them, but Andy was never told Shane invited his family. Of course, Shane never told them anything. He just did as he pleased, regardless of how the others might feel about it.

      Emma ran to her dad and jumped. He caught her in mid-air and hugged her. As Tanya walked up to them, Andy noticed there was no kiss or any sort of greeting between them.

      Seeing Shane side by side with his wife always amused Andy. At 6’2”, he towered over her and the two of them together looked more like father and daughter than husband and wife.

      Another car pulled up, this time a Mercedes. The woman who got out wore a black pantsuit and not a single strand of her dark, shoulder-length hair was out of place. She was much better at the successful businessperson appearance than Don.

      Though Andy had not met her yet, he assumed this was Laura Dempsey, the owner of the house. He saw Shane walking over to the Mercedes, his hand outstretched to shake hers. As he got there, she was opening the back door to let a girl, a few years younger than Emma, out of the backseat.

      “Mister Sonoroka.”

      By the time she noticed him, Shane had lowered his hand, embarrassed. “Shane.”

      “Nice to see you again, Shane.”

      Andy noticed the absence of amiability in her tone. The woman was all business. He walked to the back of the van. Now that Laura had arrived, they could start unloading and moving their gear into the house. Laura walked to the front door, keys in hand, while everyone else grabbed their luggage and the cases that held their equipment and started unloading.

      Laura returned to her car. At first, Andy thought she was leaving right away, but she opened the trunk and pulled out two suitcases. This was a turn of events Andy hadn’t expected and he guessed Shane hadn’t either.

      “Will you be staying here with us?”

      “Of course.” She offered no explanation, and Shane was not brave enough or too surprised to question her any further.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      The front door led into a foyer and Andy's mouth dropped the moment he was inside. As he looked up, he could see the ceiling, which had to be at least fifty feet above them. Two balconies looked down on the entryway from the second and third floors. Based on the foyer alone, Andy judged the interior of the house to be better maintained than the outside. If you were to show him pictures of both, he would have a hard time believing they were the same house.

      After removing their shoes, the group moved into the living room, which was larger than Andy's apartment. The original furniture remained and, from what he could tell, was still in immaculate condition. Near the center of the room, two wide curved staircases connected to the second floor, which were handy for moving the gear up, as they could move several pieces at a time without getting in one another’s way but Andy wondered why there was a need for two staircases other than for aesthetic reasons.

      “Did I tell you or did I tell you?” Shane asked. Even though he had been here previously to look at the house before agreeing to rent it, he looked as though he was seeing it for the first time, his eyes full of wonder. “This is going to be great.”

      There was a fireplace on one side of the room. A real fireplace. One that required burning wood instead of gas or electricity. Andy assumed, though it would be nice during the fall weather, it would go unused during their stay, as Andy couldn’t see any of them chopping firewood.

      Shane checked his watch. They had spent most of the day traveling, and since it was late autumn, the sun was already setting. “Okay, guys,” he addressed the entire group. “I know you’re tired, but we still need to get the gear to the studio. Once that’s done, you’re free for the rest of the evening.”

      “Where’s the studio?” Andy asked.

      “Third floor.”

      A collective groan sounded throughout the group, but Shane ignored it and continued. “Don, Andy, Kurt, and I will take care of the equipment. Simone and Tanya, if you ladies could put the food away, that’d be great.”

      Andy expected Simone to make a sarcastic comment about being assigned kitchen work, but she said nothing, happy not to have to help with the heavy lifting.

      Before starting with the heavy loads, Laura showed each of them their rooms so they could bring up their luggage. Andy, Kurt, Don, Laura, and Becky would stay in bedrooms on the second floor. Simone, Emma, Shane, and Tanya would occupy the three on the third floor. The cleanliness of the rooms impressed Andy, considering the house had been unoccupied for over two decades. Either Laura had come in to clean the place top to bottom or she had hired someone.

      He couldn’t find a speck of dust anywhere in the house and his room smelled as if someone had sprayed it with a few gallons of deodorizer. He didn’t bother to unpack yet as he wanted to get started on the heavy lifting to get it out of the way. They brought everything to the living room and left it at the bottom of the stairs. The heavier cases were on wheels, so it was just a matter of getting them up the stairs and they could roll them the rest of the way.

      Don and Kurt paired up, as did Shane and Andy, who felt he had gotten the short end of the stick. Having played gigs with the man for years, Andy knew Shane liked to move fast. With him on the bottom and Andy at the top, Shane was pushing forward faster than the other could walk backward, causing the edge of the case to crash into his shins with every step. Shane either didn’t notice Andy wincing in pain or didn’t care. If Andy stopped to catch his breath or relieve the pain, Shane yelled, “Come on! Let’s go,” and kept pushing, forcing the other to keep going despite the pain and fatigue.

      Andy wanted to protest, but he knew from experience it was futile. At least, once they reached the second floor, he could rest for a minute while Shane rolled the case to the staircase leading up to the third.

      The second floor was four separate hallways forming a square. Three had doors on one side leading into the bedrooms and bathrooms, of which there were two. On the other side was a railing overlooking the living room. The fourth hall still overlooked the living room on the one side; the other was a balcony with a view of the foyer.

      Both staircases leading to the third floor were narrower and enclosed, making it tougher for them to lug the equipment the rest of the way. The steps landed on either end of the floor, where there were three more bedrooms, another bathroom at the end of the hall, and the large room that was used as a studio at the other end.

      “Hey, bring this down to the studio, would you?” Shane requested. “I gotta hit the head.” He walked into the washroom without waiting for an answer, leaving Andy to roll the large case down the hall.

      The studio was larger than he thought it would be, and Dempsey had left some of his original recording equipment behind. Andy assumed Shane would clear it out or use it, even though he was certain it was outdated. Of course, Shane would know better than he—what Andy didn’t know about recording could fill several warehouses.

      He pushed the case into the room, rolling it to the side to make sure Shane would have enough room to walk around when he set up everything. On his way to help Shane with the last case, he made it about a quarter of the way down the stairs when a burst of static exploded from upstairs. He was sure Shane was no longer on the third floor and he’d seen no one else there either.

      Following the sound back to the studio, he found an old radio that had somehow turned on. Andy shrugged and switched it off before heading back down to the main floor.
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      After putting away the groceries they had bought in the nearest town on their way to the house, Simone and Tanya made dinner for everyone, including Laura and Becky. When Laura arrived, she removed the jacket but kept the dress pants and white blouse, though she had tied her hair back, which gave her a bit more of a casual look, but not by much. Her attitude remained cold and professional even during dinner conversation, which bothered Andy because he had questions about the house, Charles Dempsey in particular, but he wasn’t comfortable in broaching the subject with her.

      Andy noticed Shane and Tanya didn’t sit next to each other, but since he was the last one to it at the table, he didn’t know if it was a conscious decision on their parts or if it was because there weren’t two available chairs next to each other when they’d arrived in the room. Still, he thought he detected a slight awkwardness in the air.

      With the lack of conversation, the sounds of cutlery scraping plates made Andy cringe and he wished someone would start talking or put on some music. Anything to fill the room with noise.

      “So,” Shane said, dropping his utensils after having emptied his plate, “I’m going to spend tomorrow setting up the studio. The only thing I need the rest of you to do is get your instruments set up.”

      Kurt, Simone, and Andy nodded, not having anything else to add to that.

      “Since it’s going to take most of the day to get set up tomorrow and the next morning, I’ll be doing ghost tracks. We’re probably not going to get any real recording started until Tuesday afternoon. So, you guys get to relax for a bit before the actual work starts.”

      Again, the other three nodded. Andy couldn’t speak for Kurt or Simone, but he was happy to have some time to rest before having to start what he expected to be a grueling recording session. He couldn’t say for sure; he had never recorded an album before. His entire music career, which spanned more than a decade and a half, comprised gigging and nothing else.

      Once Shane had said his piece, Laura spoke for the first time since she’d arrived at the house. “Since we’re all together, now might be a good time to go over a few things about the house.”

      Andy assumed she meant rules, which he had no objection to. It was her house, after all.

      No one else seemed to object either, so Laura continued. “First, I did smell marijuana when I first got here. I know it’s legal here now, and I have no issue with anyone smoking. All I ask is that it not be done in the house.”

      They all looked at Kurt, the smile still plastered on his face. He gave a thumbs up.

      “Next, I would appreciate it if there is no music after eleven. Since Becky and I are staying here as well, I’d rather not have you guys playing all hours of the night.”

      They nodded, agreeing it was a fair request.

      “I’m not sure if you have had the time notice yet, but I’ve had the internet turned back on, so the Wi-Fi works. You won’t get a cell signal out here, but I’ve also had the landline phone service turned back on in case anyone needs it. Also, there’s a washer and dryer in the basement, along with detergent and fabric softener. Pretty much anything you’ll need. Are there any questions?”

      “Just one,” Simone said. “Tanya and I cooked dinner, so which of you guys is going to volunteer to do the dishes?”

      Andy agreed, then turned to Shane and Kurt to see if either would volunteer to help. Both tried to pretend they didn’t notice him staring, so he sighed and began stacking the plates, placing the cutlery on top so he could limit the amounts of trips he took between the dining room and the kitchen. He placed the dishes on the counter and went back for the glasses, grabbing as many as he could in one load, which ended up being five if he placed some under his arms. Shane came up behind him with the rest and placed those on the counter with the ones Andy had already brought in.

      Andy poured hot water and soap into the sink and waited for it to fill, expecting Shane to disappear to avoid being asked to help. Much to Andy’s surprise, he stayed.

      “So,” Andy said, “I see you brought Tanya and Emma along.”

      “I did.”

      “So, how come you get to bring your family and I couldn’t invite my girlfriend?”

      “Well, first, you don’t have a girlfriend. You have some girl you met at a bar last weekend that you slept with twice and haven’t spoken to since. And I’m willing to bet if I asked to you tell me her name without looking at your phone, you wouldn’t be able to.”

      Andy couldn’t argue his point.

      “Second, I brought my family because I’m not sure how long we’re going to be staying, and I don’t want to be apart from them for longer than necessary. I spend too much time away with gigs, so I thought this would be a good way for us to spend some quality time together.”

      “Fair enough, I guess.”

      “Besides, if you brought a girl with you, you wouldn’t be able to have a much-needed conversation with Simone.”

      “What conversation?”

      Shane hit him on the shoulder, trying to be playful, but it was hard enough that it sent Andy back a step, hitting the counter. “Come on, you know what I’m talking about.”

      “No, I don’t.” Andy turned off the water and, after putting all the glasses in the sink, washed them.

      “I’ve seen the way you look at her.”

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me. I’ve known her so long she’s like my sister.”

      Shane hesitated to say whatever was running through his mind, and Andy knew he was debating making an incest joke. “Don’t even go there.”

      “Hey, all I’m saying is I’ve noticed you have feelings for her.”

      “And all I’m saying is you’re wrong.”

      “Well, you’ve been washing that one glass for two minutes now. I think it’s clean.”

      Andy hadn’t noticed he was still scrubbing the first glass he’d picked out of the sink. He rinsed it in hot water and placed it in the dishrack before moving on to the next.

      Simone entered the kitchen with a playful, “So, what are you boys talking about?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Didn’t sound like ‘nothing’.”

      Andy froze for fear that she had heard part of their discussion.

      “Sounded like you guys were arguing, which makes sense. You can’t talk to Shane without having some sort of argument. I don’t think anyone can.” She flicked Shane’s shoulder. “Anyway, we’re looking for suggestions on some sort of group activity for tonight.”

      “Movie?” Andy suggested, but Simone shook her head. “We looked. Dempsey had quite a collection of movies suitable for young girls and not much else.”

      “That’s weird,” Andy said.

      Shane shrugged. “Not really. Laura would have been close to Emma’s age when he died. They were probably hers.”

      “What about a board game?”

      “We can’t find any, and I don’t think any of us thought to bring one. Laura’s checking around for a deck of cards but as it stands, I think we’re stuck with charades.”

      “You mean you guys are stuck with charades. I was smart enough to bring a book, so I’ve got something to do.”

      “Don’t be antisocial and hang out with us tonight.”

      “If you find something better than charades, sure.”

      “I’ll keep you updated.” She sashayed out of the kitchen, leaving Andy alone with Shane once again.

      “Hey,” Andy smirked, “while you’re still here not helping with the dishes, I wanted to ask you something.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Well, it’s about Charles Dempsey. I wanted to ask Laura, but she doesn’t seem like the friendly type.”

      “You want to know how he died.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Suicide.”

      “Here in the house?”

      Shane nodded. “The third-floor balcony that overlooks the foyer. I read a biography on him recently and, from what I gather, Laura was coming for a visit. She and her mother found him as soon as they walked in.”

      “Poor girl. No wonder she wouldn’t want to talk about it. That’s got to leave some emotional scars.”

      “You think?”

      “Sarcasm is the lowest form of humor, you know.”

      “When I want your opinion, I’ll beat it out of you.” There was no sign of joking when he said this, not even the slightest of smiles. “Anyway, I’ll let you finish up there. I’m going to see what everyone else is up to.”

      Since moving out of his parents’ house, Andy lived alone, and the sheer number of dishes used by nine people overwhelmed him. There weren’t just plates, glasses, and cutlery, but pots and a baking sheet used to for the chicken breasts. What would take him ten minutes at home took him the better part of an hour, and he used his phone to listen to music to help pass the time and make his task seem less like a chore.

      He put on Slipknot, keeping the volume low enough that Shane wouldn’t hear. The man was notorious for being critical of any music he didn’t like, and anything close to heavy metal was on that list, which was one of Andy’s favorite things to listen to. How he ended up in a band with Shane, Simone, and Kurt was anyone’s guess.

      By the time he’d finished and made his way into the living room to see if the others had decided on a group activity, he found Becky and Emma watching a Disney movie while Shane, Simone, Kurt, and Don talked.

      Laura, while in the room, seemed uninterested in socializing with the rest. After dinner, she had changed out of her dress clothes and now wore jeans and—to Andy’s surprise—a Pink Floyd T-shirt. Of course, having the shirt didn’t mean she was a fan; he pictured her as more of a Top-40 type person.

      “It was a no-go on the cards,” Simone informed him once she noticed his presence.

      “Is there a Walmart or something in town? Maybe someone can take a run tomorrow and grab a board game or something?” He looked at Don.

      “Why me?”

      “You’re the manager. Isn’t that your job? Keep the band happy?” Andy crossed the room and sat in a chair opposite the couch Shane and Simone shared.

      Don and Kurt both occupied chairs. Kurt leaned back in his, his eyes closed. He wasn’t sleeping, just taking in what everyone else was saying.

      “My job is to book gigs.”

      “Well, we’re not playing any gigs at the moment, so we need to find something else for you to do. Like finding board games. Or strippers.”

      Simone rolled her eyes.

      “What? We’ll get a male one for you and Tanya, don’t worry.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Speaking of Tanya, where is she? Too good to hang out with the rest of us?”

      “No idea,” Shane shrugged. “She just got up and went upstairs.”

      “Yeah, after you pissed her off,” Simone pointed out.

      “I didn’t piss her off.”

      “Well, you did something. She stormed out of here so fast, I’m surprised she didn’t cause a hurricane.”

      Shane stared at her as if she were crazy, but Andy was sure Simone was right. Shane irritating his wife was not out of character for him.

      For a long moment, no one said anything. Shane and Simone stared each other down, waiting for the other to look away. Kurt still sat quietly, eyes closed, grinning. Don seemed to wonder what he had gotten himself into and Andy suspected he was thinking of hightailing it out and going home. Laura continued to ignore everyone, not the least bit interested in their drama.

      “Well,” Andy said, pushing himself out of his chair and walking back toward the kitchen. Over his shoulder, he asked, “Anyone else need a beer?”
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      By the next morning, Andy had noticed Tanya had not been her usual self since arriving at the Dempsey house. Every time they met she was sociable. But now she seemed more reserved. He wasn’t sure she’d said anything at all since they arrived. When he found her sitting by herself in the living room after pouring himself a cup of coffee, he wanted to ask her about it, but they’d never had a relationship where he felt comfortable asking her about her personal life. They weren’t friends. Even he and Shane weren’t friends; they were business partners and nothing more.

      “Where’s Shane?” he asked. He had noticed everyone except Tanya’s husband on the main floor. Some were in the kitchen and the others were in the dining room.

      Tanya looked up, startled as if she hadn’t realized until that point Andy had entered the room. “He’s setting up the studio. He wanted to get an early start.”

      Andy nodded and sat on the couch. “You look like you didn’t get much sleep.”

      She rubbed her eyes. “Not really. I don’t remember the last time I slept in a bed that wasn’t mine.”

      Andy nodded. In his line of work, he often slept in hotels or at the home of a girl he’d picked up after a gig, so he was used to it. But he thought there was more she wasn’t telling him, and he wanted to ask her about it. He wanted to ask her if she had strange nightmares like he had.

      Simone entered from the dining room, interrupting them. She looked from Tanya to Andy and back again. “Why’s everyone so quiet?”

      “Nothing to talk about,” Andy said, leaning back on the couch, and crossing one leg over the other. He took a long sip of coffee.

      “I just had an interesting chat with Laura,” Simone said, sitting in an armchair.

      “Yeah,” Andy said. “I noticed that. She seems to be opening up a bit. Didn’t seem like the friendliest person yesterday.”

      “Right?”

      “So, what did you guys talk about?”

      “The house. A little about her dad. Did you know he hung himself here in the house?”

      “Yeah, Shane told me last night.”

      “Wait. Shane knows and he still brought us here?”

      “I don’t see why that’s a problem. People have died in a lot of houses.”

      “You don’t think it seems a little horror movie-ish?”

      Andy laughed, almost spitting out his coffee. “I think you’re exaggerating a tad. This is real life, not a horror movie.”

      Simone paused, deep in thought. “Maybe I’m a little freaked out. I had these weird nightmares last night.”

      Tanya looked at her in surprise. “You too?”

      “Wait, you both had nightmares last night?”

      Tanya nodded. “Shane too. That’s why he went to the studio so early. He’s trying to get his mind off it. He wouldn’t say what he dreamed about, but he seemed pretty disturbed by it.”

      “I know how he feels,” Andy nodded. “I almost never remember my dreams, but this one seemed so vivid. It’s still fresh in my mind.”

      There was a moment of silence, then Andy burst out laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” Simone asked.

      “Listen to us. We’re freaked out by dreams. I mean, we all had weird dreams. Some of us drank last night. We’re staying in this big house in the middle of nowhere. I mean, it’s not unheard of.”

      “Okay, so what was your dream about?” Simone asked, curious.

      Andy looked at the painting above the fireplace. It was of a bearded man with short nutmeg-colored hair and a beard with just a few grey hairs. He held a fiddle by its neck, the base resting against his leg. “That guy,” he said, pointing.

      “Isn’t that Dempsey?”

      Andy shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve never even heard of the guy until Shane told us he wanted to record the album here.” He thought for a few seconds. “But who else would it be?”

      “A relative maybe?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “But he was the guy in the dream?”

      “Yeah, which is weird because I never really looked at that painting until now. I mean, I knew it was there, but I didn’t take a good look at it.”

      “So, what was your dream?”

      “I dreamed I was walking through the front door of the house, and I saw a guy, that guy,” Andy pointed at the painting once again, “hanging from the third-floor balcony. But the rope was long enough that his feet were almost eye-level. When I looked up, I saw his face. His eyes snapped open, and he said, ‘Finish it.’”

      “Finish it?”

      “Yeah. Why, is that important?”

      “I don’t know. But those words were in my dream too.”

      “They were?”

      “It wasn’t the same dream, though. I was standing in the hall outside the studio. It was dark. The only light was from the lightning outside. I kept calling it for you guys, but no one answered. I think I was the only one in the house. Then I heard this voice. It sounded weird. Like the voice of some kind of creature or something.”

      “And it said, ‘Finish it?’”

      Simone nodded. “Weird, right? I know dreams have some kind of meaning, but I don’t know what this one means.”

      They both looked at Tanya, who had been sitting there, not saying a word, but her face had grown paler as the other two had talked.

      “What about you?”

      “Huh?” Tanya looked as though they had pulled her out of a trance.

      “What was your dream about?” Simone asked.

      “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “Did someone tell you to finish something?”

      “I don’t remember.” She stood. “I’m going to check on the girls. Make sure they’re getting along okay.” She walked across the room and disappeared up the stairs, Andy and Simon watching as she went.

      “She’s a bit of an odd one.”

      “You expected someone sane to stay married to Shane?”

      “It’s just I never noticed before. She seemed … I don’t know … normal every other time I’ve met her.”

      They sat in silence, both deep in thought. Andy realized he had finished his coffee and wanted another, but he was too lazy to get it. He held onto the cup as if hoping it would refill itself by magic.

      “You know, Laura said she a nightmare too last night.”

      “What about?”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t ask. Didn’t think there was anything weird about it until I found out you, Tanya, and Shane had them. For all we know, Kurt and Don had them too. Maybe even Becky and Emma.”

      “It has to be a coincidence.”

      “Does it?”

      Simone was the sole member of the group with spiritual inklings. The rest of them either considered themselves atheist or agnostic, but Simone always talked about how she felt there was something beyond the material world. She wasn’t Christian, though. Andy could have handled that, having grown up in the Catholic Church. Simone was one of those people that knew she believed in something but didn’t quite know what, so she picked what she liked from different faiths—discarding the rest—and mashed them together into something unique and unrecognizable.

      “There could be something supernatural going on.”

      “What? Like a ghost?”

      “Like anything. There’s so much we don’t understand. How many unexplained things happen every day? Hundreds? Thousands?”

      “Unexplained doesn’t mean that there’s no explanation. It just means science hasn’t figured one out yet.”

      “And what if science never does?”

      “Then I guess we’ll never know.”

      “You know, I’m all for science. It tells us so much about the world and how it works. But it only goes so far. Science tells us about the material world. But it can’t tell us anything about an immaterial world. I hear it all the time. Science hasn’t proven the existence of anything supernatural. That’s because it can’t. Not because science is flawed, but the whole point of it is to study the natural world. Not the supernatural one.”

      “Do you really want to have this conversation?”

      “Why? Do you think I’m one of those people that can’t disagree with something without it becoming a full-blown argument? We’re just talking here. Believe me or don’t; it doesn’t matter. All I’m saying is, if we can’t think of a natural explanation for something, it doesn’t mean there is one we haven’t found. There are other options.”

      “And sometimes there are explanations we haven’t found yet. So, how do we know when it’s a natural explanation we haven’t discovered or a supernatural one we haven’t considered?”

      “I don’t know. But it keeps things interesting, doesn’t it?”

      Andy stood. His discomfort with the direction of the conversation motivated him to refill his coffee.

      “Where are you going? I thought we were talking.”

      “To get more coffee. Then I might as well get the drums set up before Shane gets on my ass about it.”

      “Got any plans for the rest of the day?”

      He shook his head. “Not really. I might go for a walk. You know, check out the woods around the house and get some fresh air.”

      “Sounds like fun. Mind if I join you?”

      Andy was a bit surprised. This would mark the first time she would suggest them hanging out without Shane and Kurt. Of course, back home she had friends. Here, her options were more limited, so he shouldn’t have been all that surprised—though he wasn’t sure if he should allow her to join. Ever since Shane brought it up, he’d been second-guessing his feelings for Simone. He assumed his feelings were platonic, but now he wondered if he felt something more or if the power of suggestion was at work after Shane’s insistence. Of course, even if he had feelings outside of their working relationship, he thought it was obvious she didn’t reciprocate them, so it didn’t matter. He could keep his mouth shut and they could keep things as they were.

      But she might also want to join so they could continue their natural versus supernatural discussion. He wasn’t sure he was up for it but, to his surprise, the word “sure” escaped his lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      “Remind me again why we couldn’t just do this at your studio?” Andy asked after hearing Shane curse for the hundredth time in ten minutes.

      Shane stopped messing with the wires under the desk and looked at him, annoyed. “Just get the drums set up, would you? And don’t worry about mics. I’ll take care of them after.”

      Shane had already laid out a mat where he wanted the drums in the back corner of the room. The room was large enough that, with both men on either end of it, Andy felt a need to yell for Shane to hear him.

      He started with the bass drum, lining it up on the mat where he wanted it, then started removing items from the hardware bag, lining them up so he could find them when he needed them.

      He looked over at Shane, noticing he was back under the table, fooling around with wires and cursing under his breath. Andy would have offered to help, but he knew nothing about recording or anything that didn’t involve sitting down and playing his instrument. He continued to work on the task assigned to him until Shane yelled out again.

      “I’m serious. Why are we here? You had a perfectly good studio back home.”

      Shane stood, being careful not to bang his head on the table again. He looked at Andy with a look that the other couldn’t tell if it was annoyance, anger, or a combination of the two. “Do you have any idea how many albums I’ve recorded in that studio?”

      Andy shook his head.

      “I started it almost twenty years ago. That’s almost half my life. I started with a two-channel mixer, a couple of mics, and my laptop. I built that place from nothing. Now, I record at least an album a month. I get bands from all over the province recording in my studio.” He sighed, shaking his head. “I wanted our album to be different. This is the first time I’m recording an album for my band. I wanted it to be an experience. Something for us to remember.”

      Shane gestured around him. “Do you have any idea where we are? This is the home of Charles Dempsey, one of the greatest Canadian musicians. The man was a legend. What better place to record our album than in the place where he worked on his last, unfinished record? The place where his legacy ended?”

      Andy said nothing. Until that moment, he hadn’t realized how important this was to Shane. As much as it bothered him that Shane had made this decision—like he did most band decisions, on his own without consulting the others—he now understood why he had been so insistent. Still, Andy could not shake the feeling there was more to it than Shane was letting on.

      They both continued to work in silence. After years of using the same setup, he had his system down pat and could get it done in about a half-hour, excluding tuning, which Shane had told him not to bother with, as he knew how he wanted the drums to sound.

      There were many reasons it was difficult to be in a band with Shane, not the least of which was Shane being a drummer first. And quite an accomplished one. Before they met, Shane had spent most of his time on the road, touring as a drummer with some of the country’s biggest names in music. He’d also appeared on many albums, which was where he learned the ins and outs of studio recording.

      They met after Shane had decided it was time to think about starting a family, which he didn’t believe he could do while on the road all the time. This led to him starting his own recording studio—at first a small outfit he ran out of his house, then one moved into its own building as it grew. Still, he wasn’t ready to give up playing music and wanted to form a band to play local gigs, never straying outside of Northern Ontario, so even if he had to travel, it was never for more than an overnight stay.

      Shane was several years Andy’s senior and he’d been playing their shared instrument longer, so he was more advanced. Not to mention he was more motivated to improve. Andy had come to a place where he knew enough to play the styles of music people wanted to hear, and became stagnant, focusing more on learning specific songs than improving his technique. With Shane being the better drummer, he was critical of Andy’s playing. Even with the songs they had written over the years that they were about to record, Shane had taken it upon himself to write the drum parts himself rather than allow Andy to come up with his own.

      A burst of static filled the room, identical to the one Andy heard the day before, but this time at a volume he was sure should have blown the radio’s speaker. He didn’t think the old radios could go that loud without some sort of amplifier.

      Both men rushed over to the radio, neither aware they were doing the same thing. Andy, being closer, got to it first. He flicked the off button, but this time nothing happened. The deafening static sound continued. He tried the switch a few more times, turning the device on and off again, but the result was the same.

      “Turn it off!” Shane yelled.

      “I’m trying! The switch broke.”

      Shane yanked it out of his hands and attempted himself, flicking the switch several times just as Andy had done. He got the same result.

      Frustrated, Andy followed the power cord to an outlet and was about to pull it. Just before he did, he thought he heard a voice hidden within the static. It was slow. Deliberate. Uttering one syllable every second: fin … nish … it.

      He pulled the cord, killing the radio, and the room went silent once again. Shane stood in place, still holding the device in his hands. He stared at it, his mouth open, and Andy was certain he’d heard the voice as well.
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        * * *

      

      Despite Shane’s assurances that nothing weird had happened and the incident with the radio was because of short in the device, Andy was glad to be out of the house, if only for a brief time. For the first ten minutes, they walked in silence. Andy felt awkward and didn’t know what to say, so he waited for Simone to start the conversation.

      The going wasn’t as easy as he’d hoped. If there had been a trail at any point, it had become overgrown with trees and plants. They had to push aside branches to make their way through, making sure not to let them snap back and hit whoever was behind in the face.

      “Listen to those birds,” Simone said after a time, stopping to listen. “And the wind moving through the leaves. You don’t hear those things in the city.”

      Andy stopped with her but said nothing. Instead, he waited for her to continue walking. He agreed with her though. Even though the city had its share of birds and trees, with everything else that went on, no one seemed to take much notice of the natural beauty surrounding them.

      Even something as simple as the squishing sounds their footsteps made walking through the mud was noticeable out here. And instead of smelling exhaust fumes from cars, or the smoke rising from factory stacks, or garbage left rotting on the sidewalks, out here all he could smell was the decomposing leaves that had fallen from the trees, which smelled similar to dung and he didn’t find pleasant. This might be part of the explanation why he preferred living in the city rather than rural areas.

      Simone walked again, not having anything else to add to her comment. Andy was okay with that. Though he wasn’t comfortable with the silence, it was better than some discussions they might have had.

      “So,” she said, this time still moving, ducking under a branch as she spoke, “how come you’re single?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She laughed. “Don’t worry. I’m not hitting on you. I’m just being nosy. We’ve been in a band together for a long time and I think this is the first time we’ve ever been alone together. We never talk outside of band stuff and as far as I know, you’ve never had a girlfriend the whole time we’ve known each other. I’m just curious why.”

      “Haven’t met the right girl, I guess.”

      “Shane says you’re a player.”

      “Oh, he does, does he?”

      “Well, we’ve all seen the girls you pick up at gigs. I don’t know if I’d call you a player, but you’ve had your fair share of women.”

      Andy didn’t know which was worse: the discussion on spirituality or the one in which Simone lectured him on treating women as objects, even though he didn’t feel that he was.

      “I mean, it’s none of my business. Consenting adults and closed doors and all that. But you seem like an okay guy. I don’t get any creep vibes from you or anything, so I was wondering why you never got into a long-term relationship.”

      “I don’t know,” he said, then stopped walking and thought about it. “No, wait. That’s not true. I do know.” He started moving again. “It’s just I never had time for any kind of relationship. I’ve got two other bands other than with you guys and that keeps me pretty busy.”

      “I’m sure you can make it work. James and I did. For a while, at least.”

      “And look how that turned out.”

      “It wasn’t the band that ended our marriage.”

      She didn’t bother to explain any further, leaving Andy to fill in the blanks on his own as to what might have happened. There were too many possibilities for him to even begin making an educated guess.

      “So, you’re in two other bands? How did I not know this?”

      “I never mentioned it. As long as it didn’t conflict with this one, I didn’t see any reason to.”

      She gave him a look.

      “Don’t feel left out. I never told Shane or Kurt either.”

      “Why three bands? The Awkward Pauses aren’t satisfying you enough?”

      “I don’t have the luxury of a day job like you guys. Shane’s got the studio, you have your fiddle and step dance school, Kurt’s in construction. You guys don’t rely on gigs to make ends meet.”

      Simone stopped again and drew the sleeves of her sweater over her hands. “Do you find it cold?”

      “Yes, but what do you expect for mid-October?”

      “True.”

      Andy rubbed his hands together, noticing for the first time they were red from the chilly wind. He would have put them in his coat pocket but needed them to clear tree branches out of his way.

      “How long have we been out here, anyway?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Forty-five minutes. An hour, maybe.” He was guessing. He didn’t know what time they’d started so there was no way of telling how long they’d been wandering through the forest.

      “Well, I think I’ve had my fill of nature for today,” she informed him. “We should head back.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Andy stayed behind her as they went, just as he had during the entire hike. He noticed she held her phone in one hand as they walked, but he wasn’t sure why. They were too far from the house to get a Wi-Fi signal and there was no cell service anywhere except the nearby town. Dempsey’s house was the only one for miles, so no one had bothered putting up a tower in the area.

      He enjoyed the quiet, something he had little of in his life. Noise filled his days and most of his nights. Living downtown, there were always typical city noises: cars honking, people yelling, sirens wailing, and people who felt everyone within earshot needed to hear their crappy music. He had band rehearsals and gigs. This was the first time he could remember hearing silence, save for their footsteps.

      He enjoyed it while it lasted and hoped that Simone knew the way back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      Don Pace was more than a little annoyed. He was the band’s manager, not their errand boy. Yet, here he was, in town trying to find a store that sold activities for the group to occupy their evenings. He couldn’t deny he was happy to be out of the house for a bit, but it was the lack of respect he hated.

      The town of Ashville wasn’t large by any means. The population sign he drove past announced there were about five-thousand residents. Almost small enough for them to change the sign anytime someone was born or passed away, he thought.

      Even the main street screamed small town. There were few cars and people waved to him as he drove by. There were no department stores. He understood why a franchise wouldn’t set up shop here, but he couldn’t even find one that was privately owned. Specialty shops lined the sides of the street. Jewelry stores, candy stores, sporting goods stores, florists, and others. The town seemed to have everything except what he wanted. His fingers drummed along to the radio. It was a song he didn’t recognize but it was catchy, and he made a mental note to find out what it was later.

      He came upon a diner and realized it was after twelve-thirty. He pulled in, figuring he should get some lunch while he was in town. The place smelled of a mixture of foods, both enticing and disgusting at the same time. There was an opening that gave customers a glimpse into the kitchen and where servers could holler the food orders at the cooks. It also allowed Don to hear the loud sizzle of meat cooking.

      The lunch crowd, if there was one in a town this size, had gone; a few stragglers remained. Don grabbed a booth and slid in. Within a minute, a menu dropped on the table in front of him and he looked up to see an older woman holding a coffee pot. Her nametag informed him her name was Flo.

      “Coffee?” she said in a Tom Waits after-smoking-fifty-packs-of-cigarettes-in-a-row voice.

      “Just water, please.”

      She walked off after giving him an irritated look, as if having to walk back to the counter to get the water jug was more work than they paid her to do. When she returned, her attitude had not adjusted, but she at least made the effort to pretend that it had. “So, what brings you to our fair town?” she asked as she poured water into an empty glass.

      “Is it that obvious I’m not from around here?”

      “In a town this small, you get to know the people. Especially when you’ve lived here as long as me.”

      “And how long is that?”

      “I was born here.”

      “Well, I’m in town to do some shopping.”

      “You’re better off going to the city. There’s not much around here. Nothing you can’t find back home, anyway.”

      “We’re staying nearby. Up the highway a bit.

      “The Dempsey place?”

      “That’s right. Did you know him?”

      She thought for a few seconds, though in her line of work she would know faces more than names. “He was a musician, right?”

      “That would be the one.”

      “He came here for breakfast. Nice enough guy. He ordered bacon and eggs every morning. Why are you staying there? There’s a motel in town, you know.”

      “I manage a band. They’re recording an album there.”

      She nodded but it didn’t seem like his explanation satisfied her curiosity. “Nothing good happens in a place like that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know. Where someone died the way he did.”

      It occurred to Don he’d never asked Shane how Dempsey died. Or where. He assumed it was in a hospital bed under normal circumstances. Cancer. Heart attack. Something along those lines.

      “How did he die?” Don asked.

      “Hung himself, I heard.”

      “Did you hear why?”

      Flo shook her head. “The article didn’t say.” She nodded her head toward the menu, untouched on the table. “Know what you want yet?”

      “Uh, no. Sorry. Haven’t even looked at the menu yet.”

      “Give me a yell when you’re ready.”

      He picked up the menu and realized he didn’t even need to look at it. It was all the standard fare you’d find in any diner like this one. All-day breakfast, salads, burgers. Nothing to separate it from other restaurants, but Don guessed this was one of maybe two or three in town, so not much competition.

      Even though his doctor advised him he needed to eat healthier than he had been, he decided on a bacon-burger and fries.

      He found Flo and motioned to her he was ready, but she was in the middle of a conversation and help up a finger to tell him it would be a minute. It was obvious to Don people ate here for lack of options rather than the stellar customer service.

      When the server made her way over, she said, “Was talking to Eddie about that Dempsey guy. He doesn’t know why he offed himself either.”

      “It wasn’t important enough for you to have asked other people about it. I was just curious.”

      “Thought I’d ask. If anyone would know, it’d be Eddie. They used to talk in here all the time.”

      “Just how long have you worked here?”

      “Forty years. I was the first person hired when George and Edna opened the place.”

      He placed his order. Don had noticed the recent trend of servers not writing orders and Flo was no different. As he spoke, she nodded and picked up the menu before walking away. He hoped she got it right when she relayed the order to the cook.

      He took a sip of water and pulled out his phone, making sure he had missed no calls or messages. There were none, so he opened the Facebook app and scrolled through his timeline while waiting for his food to arrive. But he couldn’t concentrate on any of the posts. He felt uncomfortable and wasn’t sure why. It was a feeling that crept up on him and pounced. He turned around, scanning the few people in the diner, and saw Eddie staring at him. The man didn’t even bother to hide it. His eyes bored into Don’s, as if threatening him and Don wanted to run but common sense and hunger kept him seated.
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      Kurt had known Shane longer than anyone else in their merry band of adventurers. Before Simone and before Andy, Kurt and Shane toured together and had made a name for themselves as one of the best rhythm sections in the province, so he was confident he knew Shane well enough to know when something was up. And there was no doubt in his mind something was bothering his friend at that moment, though he also knew him well enough to know trying to get it out of him was about as pointless as trying to teach math to a pigeon.

      It wasn’t because Shane was in a foul mood or that he acted condescendingly toward everyone around him. Those things were part of his personality and what endeared him to some. No. It was something else that Kurt couldn’t quite put his finger on. Part of it, he knew, was Shane had spent little time with Tanya or Emma since they’d arrived. That wasn’t like him at all. But there was something else as well and Kurt made it his goal to figure out what.

      He watched Shane setting up the equipment. Since Shane insisted on doing everything himself, Kurt only had to set up his bass, which didn’t take long at all. It was a matter of having it plugged-in ready. There wasn’t even much point in tuning until right before he had to play. Though he owned an extensive collection of bass guitars, he’d only brought his trusty Warwick five-string for the recording. It was his favorite and his instrument of choice on every gig. It had been for a few years now. He set it on its stand and congratulated himself on a job well done.

      “Well, that took a lot out of me. I need a nap after all that.”

      “Huh?” Shane looked up, too engrossed in what he was doing to hear Kurt’s joke.

      “Never mind. What is up with you?”

      “What do you mean? I’m busy, that’s all.”

      “No. There’s something else.”

      “No idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, okay. Sure.”

      Shane shook his head and went back to work. He had most of the studio set up sooner than expected and it looked to Kurt like he was just making some last-minute adjustments. There was even a makeshift vocal booth for Shane and Simone to record their vocals.

      Kurt pulled himself onto a table and sat, watching his friend work. Part of his strategy in getting Shane to talk was to make him uncomfortable enough that Shane would do anything to make him leave.

      It took Shane close to five minutes to notice. “It won’t work.”

      “What?”

      “Whatever this is you’re doing.”

      Kurt feigned innocence. “I have no idea what you might be referring to.”

      Shane let out an exaggerated sigh and did his best to pretend his friend wasn’t there, but Kurt’s constant stare made it difficult. “Are you serious right now?”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “That’s my point. You’re done setting up, so why don’t you find something else to do and let me finish? I’m almost ready to do some ghost tracks, anyway.”

      “You’ve been up here for hours. Why don’t you take a break, and we’ll go grab some lunch?”

      “Nah. I just want to get this done by dinner, so I’ll have the evening to just chill.”

      “With Tanya and Emma?”

      “Sure. Whatever. Can you just let me do this please?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Of course.”

      Kurt left the room but didn’t feel right. Shane was more stubborn than a hangry feline and there was no use in pushing him any further. He went down to the main floor and grabbed his coat, checking the pockets to make sure he still had a rolled joint. Then he went outside to light up. He found Laura outside, surprised to find her doing the very thing he’d planned to do.

      “I didn’t think you were the type,” he said, lighting up.

      “There’s a type?”

      He shook his head. “There used to be.”

      “Oh? And what did those people look like?”

      “Like me. Like hippies. Nowadays, seems like you can’t walk five feet without tripping over a pothead. Seems like everyone’s doing it.”

      “It helps my anxiety.”

      “Self-medication. I can get behind that.”

      “You?”

      “I’m pretty much at the point where I can’t function without it. It’s like most people and coffee. Gotta have it first thing in the morning or I won’t make it through the day.”

      She nodded, staring off into space. “I smoke in the evenings, most of the time. Today’s different.”

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know. Something seems off. It’s sending my anxiety through the roof. It’s probably just being in this house. I hate this place.”

      “Then, if you don’t mind me asking, why are you staying here?”

      “Because I don’t trust a bunch of rowdy musicians to not destroy my house. No one lives here, but I do plan on selling it at some point.”

      “No. That’s not it. You could have just checked on us every day or so to make sure we weren’t wrecking the joint. Or sent someone to do it. So, what’s the real reason?”

      “You’re smarter than you look.”

      “I don’t know if I should take that as a compliment.”

      She shrugged. “Take it however you want.”

      “Can I ask you another question?”

      “You can. It doesn’t mean I’ll answer.”

      “You said you plan on selling it at some point. Why wait all these years?”

      “You don’t shy away from asking personal questions, do you?”

      He shrugged. “It’s part of my charm.”

      She chuckled. “You’re cute.”

      “Also part of my charm.”

      “Well, to answer your question, I just inherited the house last year. My mother owned it after Dad died.”

      “Why didn’t she sell it?”

      She flicked away the joint. “I don’t know. She wouldn’t say. My guess would be sentimental reasons. She even put it in her will that I can’t sell it either. That’s why I haven’t yet. I have a lawyer trying to find a loophole. I don’t want to just hang on to this place and have it sit here.”

      Kurt took another hit. “You could move in yourself.”

      “You’ve got to be joking. This place gives me the creeps.”

      “Seems like a nice enough house to me. The inside, at least. Didn’t you live here when you were a kid?”

      “No. Dad built this place after he and Mom separated. I think his plan was for them to get back together and we’d all live here. Not sure if Mom would have gone for that. Anyway, he lived here for a year before Mom talked him into taking me for a weekend. We got here, walked through the front door and that’s when we found him. I haven’t set foot inside it again until Shane called me asking to rent it.” She paused for a second, looking at Kurt. “Jesus. I can’t believe I’m telling you all this. I haven’t told that story to anyone.”

      He offered her his best congenial grin, which he thought may have come across as a tad creepy. “Guess I just have one of those faces.”
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      In the time it took for the server to bring his food to the table and for him to clean his plate, Eddie had not taken his eyes off Don for a second. It was the most awkward meal of his life. Not to mention nerve-wracking. Don didn’t know why Eddie had taken an interest in him. As far as Don knew, Eddie knew nothing about him except that he was staying at the Dempsey house. He wanted to get out of the restaurant as soon as possible but he was still waiting on the check and Flo, involved in a lengthy conversation with another customer, didn’t seem in much of a hurry to bring it to him. She hadn’t even cleared his empty plate yet.

      He tried to busy himself with his cellphone but couldn’t concentrate on social media apps or games. Instead, he drummed his fingers on the table, hoping Flow would be by soon enough so he could pay and get out of there.

      Footsteps came up from behind him, slow and deliberate. Don was afraid to turn around, but curiosity got the better of him and he looked to see Eddie making his way toward him. With any luck, the man was leaving as he had to pass by Don’s table to reach the door.

      Fortune was not with him at that moment and as the man stopped at the edge of the table, Don looked up to find Eddie staring down at him. He used his arms to lean on the table, bringing him in closer than Don would have liked. There was no hint of good nature on his face or in his body language.

      “Mind if I sit?”

      Don didn’t know what to say. He was afraid to allow the man to join him but also afraid of what might happen if he didn’t. There was also the possibility that he might do it regardless of Don’s answer. He motioned to the bench seat across from him and Eddie slid in.

      “I hear you’re staying at the Dempsey place.” Eddie got right to the point, skipping the usual introduction and idle chatter.

      Don nodded, unable to bring himself to speak.

      “You should leave. Today.”

      “Are you … are you threatening me?”

      “Consider it a friendly warning.”

      Don wasn’t sure if the old man realized it still sounded like a threat.

      “You shouldn’t be in that house. You or your friends.”

      Don didn’t know what to make of the man. If he was joking, his face showed no hint of it. He also wasn’t sure how Eddie knew he was staying at the house with friends instead of alone or with his family. Don got the impression the old man knew more than he was letting on.

      “I don’t appreciate being—”

      Eddie cut him off. “I told you, I’m threatening you. I’m warning you. Get out of that house before it’s too late. I tried to tell Charles, but he didn’t listen. So, now you listen. There’s something wrong with that house. You and your friends need to leave.”

      “And go where?”

      “Anywhere. Home, hotel. Who cares? Just get out.”

      Eddie pushed himself up to leave but Don grabbed him by the wrists. “Wait.”

      The other man looked at Don’s hands, then back at Don, who removed them.

      “Sorry, but just wait a minute.”

      Eddie sat back down.

      “You said you tried to tell Charles, but he wouldn’t listen.”

      “Just what I said. I’m not speaking Spanish here.”

      “Look, I’m just trying to understand. I can’t go back to my friends and say we have to leave because the creepy old guy at the diner said we have to.” He offered an apologetic smile. “No offense.”

      Eddie waved it off.

      “I just want to know what’s in that house.”

      “Boy, if I knew I’d tell you.”

      “Then how do you know there’s anything at all?”

      Eddie clasped his hands together and leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Let me tell you something. I’d known Charles Dempsey almost my whole life. His folks raised him here. He got married here. He and Barbara raised their daughter here. Let’s just say we go way back.” He looked around to make sure no one was within earshot. “After he built that house, I went to visit him a few times. At first, everything seemed okay. But after a few months, he was different.”

      “Different? How?”

      “He became obsessed with his music. More so than usual, I mean. I’d never seen him like that.”

      “It’s not unusual for a musician to be obsessed with their music. It’s part of being an artist.” He chuckled. “You should meet Shane.”

      “Charles had hired a producer and a sound engineer to help him record his new album. They spent months working on it. Charles wouldn’t shut up about how proud he was of it. One day, he fired both of them, and scrapped everything he’d recorded up to that point. When I asked him why, all he told me was that he had something else he needed to work on. Wouldn’t say anything more about it.”

      “Did he ever show you what he was working on?”

      “No. He wouldn’t show it to anyone. Not until he finished.”

      “Do you know why he killed himself?”

      “I have my suspicions, but no, I can’t be sure. I hadn’t talked to him for months by then. He’d shut everyone out. He wouldn’t even see Laura. That is until Barbara hounded him about it. He agreed to a visit, but he did it before they got there.”

      Don thought for a long time. He didn’t see the point in questioning Eddie further as he was certain the old man had already told him everything he knew. If he was being honest, the tale sounded like the ravings of a madman, but he’d be lying if he didn’t admit to being a bit freaked out by it.

      Flo came around and placed the bill on the table, along with a couple of mints, but said nothing to either of them before walking off. Don pulled out his wallet, counted some bills, and placed them on the table. He was about to get up but stopped himself. “I still don’t see what this has to do with me or my friends.”

      “Don’t you see? Charles didn’t become obsessed like that on his own. He wouldn’t. Everything he did since building that house went completely against his character. Shutting out his friends and family, obsessing over his music to where he would go days without eating or sleeping, never leaving his house.” He paused for a moment, almost not daring to say the next part. “Killing himself.” Eddie lowered his head as he shook it, as if he were denying the reality of it. “The Charles I knew would never have done that.”

      “Well,” Don said, pushing himself out of the booth. “Thanks for the talk. I’ll see you around.”

      “Better not,” Eddie said in all seriousness. “You listen to what I told you.”

      “I will.”

      He left the restaurant and drove off, realizing he still hadn’t accomplished his assigned task. He never even thought to ask Flo if there was a store in town that sold the items in question.

      The townspeople seemed friendly enough, so he pulled over and asked the first one he saw, who pointed him to a nearby store called Ashville Games and Hobbies.

      It delivered what its name promised. The shelves carried board games, decks of cards, model cars and airplanes, and even a modest selection of video games. He picked out a few of the games, including some geared toward younger kids, remembering Becky and Emma, and grabbed a deck of cards as well. He made small talk with the owner of the store as the man rang through his purchases. Don paid him and left the store.

      He got in his car and as the engine roared to life; the radio started blaring an AC/DC song. He cranked up the volume and pulled the car toward the curb, heading back to the highway and toward the Dempsey house.
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      “Is it just me, or does it seem like the walk back is taking a lot longer than the walk there?” Andy asked, having to yell a bit for Simone to hear him over the wind, which had picked up in the last little while.

      “It’s not just you.”

      “Do you think we’ve been going in circles? I heard that can happen sometimes when you’re walking in the woods.”

      “No. We went north into the woods, and we’ve been going south since we started heading back, so this way should lead right back to the house.”

      “How do you know which direction we’ve been going?”

      She stopped, turning to face him, and held out her phone, which had remained in her hand the whole time. “Compass app.”

      “You have a compass app on your phone?”

      “Downloaded it before we left.” She turned around again and continued walking.

      “I don’t know. Something doesn’t seem right. Can you see anything in the distance up ahead? Lights from the house or anything?”

      “No, but we should be able to see something soon. I wouldn’t worry too much about it. I think our minds are playing tricks on us.”

      Andy hoped she was right. Even though it was still daytime, the woods were creepier than he expected. He jumped at every little noise, which made him glad he walked behind Simone. She’d never let him hear the end of it if she knew he was the slightest bit afraid.

      It was difficult to talk when they weren’t beside each other, so they remained silent for most of the trek back. They’d both had enough of nature for one day, so their focus was on getting out of the forest and back in the warmth and comfort of the house.

      Andy felt something hit his leg, sending him tumbling forward. He got his arms out in time to keep his face from landing in the leaves and mud, but pain shot through his right shin. He heard footsteps rushing toward him.

      “What happened?”

      He pulled himself to his knees and looked at what he had hit. “Tripped over a branch.”

      “Are you okay?”

      He stood and tested his leg by putting his weight on it. More pain. “I’ll live but it hurts. This is going to slow me down a bit. You may as well go on ahead.”

      “It’s better if we stick together. We have a better shot at being found than if we split up. Plus, with you being hurt, I wouldn’t feel right about leaving you alone. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you.”

      He limped forward. “Well then, I guess we should keep going.”
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        * * *

      

      Don got home, excited to tell someone about the crazy guy he met in town, but there seemed to be no one around. The main floor was empty. The only sign the entire household hadn’t vanished while he’d been away was the faint sound of Shane’s guitar.

      He dropped the bags of stuff he’d bought on the counter in the kitchen and sat in the living room, wondering what to do now. A giggle came from somewhere nearby, then stopped short as if a hand had been clamped over their mouth.

      “Hello?” Don called out.

      Nobody answered but then he heard the giggling again, though he couldn’t place where it was coming from. All he knew for sure was it wasn’t in the living room. He heard the giggle again and followed it into the kitchen.

      “Hello?” he called out but received the same response as before. “Come on. This isn’t funny.”

      In the kitchen, he stopped to listen, and was met with silence. He stood there for what seemed like several minutes but might have been a few seconds. “I know you’re in here.”

      “Shh.” The sound was barely audible, but he was sure it came from one of the cupboards built into the kitchen’s island. He approached it, being quiet, but he wasn’t sure why he bothered. He reached out to grasp the handle of the cupboard, ready to pull it open to see what was inside.

      “Hi, Don.”

      “Jesus Christ! Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      Laura suppressed a laugh. “Sorry, didn’t mean to.” But the amused look on her face made her apology seem empty.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “Well, I think you can guess where Shane is. I was talking to Kurt a little while ago. He said he was going to take a nap. Tanya’s been in her room all day. She seems nice enough but I’m getting the impression she’s a bit of an absent mother.”

      “She’s not usually like that. Something seems to be going on with her. Shane too.”

      Laura nodded, informing Don she’d heard what he said, but kept going, not addressing his comment. “I haven’t seen Andy or Simone since this morning. And,”—she approached the same cupboard Don had been about to open—“as for Becky and Emma, they’ve been hiding in an empty cupboard waiting for someone to open it so they can scare them.”

      She yanked open the cupboard and the two girls jumped out and ran out of the room, laughing all the way up the stairs.

      “Kids,” she said in a lighthearted tone. “Do you have any?”

      “Two boys,” Don said. “But they’re grown now. Danny still lives in Toronto with his girlfriend. He’s an apprentice plumber. Kyle’s in school studying math in Waterloo.”

      “You and your wife must be proud.”

      Don glanced at his hand and remembered he still wore his wedding band. He’d been wearing it for so long, he often forgot about it until someone mentioned his wife. “My wife passed away.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      He brushed aside her apology with a wave of his hand. “It was a long time ago. It’s been Danny, Kyle, and me for a while now. Well, I guess now it’s just me.” He noticed there was still coffee in the pot, checked it, and found it still warm enough to drink so he poured himself a cup.

      “How long ago?

      “Twelve years next month.”

      His hatred of talking about it after all these years amazed him. He thought it would get easier as time passed but he was wrong. Laura, who seemed to sense he didn’t like to discuss the subject, stood there with a deer-in-the-headlights look.

      “Her name was Beth,” he said. “We met at a party. This is going to make me sound like a bit of a dick, but I was there with another girl.” He thought for a moment, laughed to himself, and continued. “I can’t even remember her name. I ditched her when I saw Beth, and she and I left the party early. Went for a long drive outside the city.”

      “May I ask how she died?”

      “Car accident.” Don wasn’t in the mood to go over the details as he had so many times over the years when people asked about it.

      Laura, who had been leaning against the island as they talked, pulled herself onto it and clasped her hands together, resting them on her lap. “So, I take it the wedding ring means you haven’t been dating since Beth’s passing?”

      “No. I haven’t. I focused on raising the boys and didn’t want anything taking time away from that.”

      “What about now? I mean, they’re grown up, moved away, living their own lives. Isn’t it time you did something for yourself?”

      “I thought about it. Danny talked me into joining some dating site. I tried it for a month, but it wasn’t for me. Old school, I guess. I’ve always been of the mind you meet someone at a social gathering, or a coffee shop, or something like that. You ask her out, she says yes, and you date. Going on a website and sifting through photos, sending messages, and waiting hours for a response that may never come, just doesn’t seem … natural, I guess. What can I say? I’m old.”

      “So, why don’t you go out and meet people?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m a bit of a homebody. Plus, where am I going to go? I’m too damn old for parties or nightclubs. Everybody’s online, anyway. It doesn’t matter. I’ve got a decent thing going. I have my work. In my off time, I do band management stuff. I have hobbies that keep me busy.”

      “Still, must be lonely now with the kids gone.”

      He knew she meant nothing by the comment, was just making conversation, but he wanted to grab her and yell at her. Of course, he was lonely. It had been a year since the youngest of his sons, Kyle, had left and the house seemed like an empty void rather than home. He spent most of his evenings drinking in front of the TV, keeping his phone nearby, hoping one of his kids would call, though when they did it was because they needed something. Raising his kids was the one thing he had that made him feel his life had meaning, and now life had stripped even that from him. Even his job didn’t seem to have any purpose to it. He worked in advertising. His entire job description entailed making rich companies even richer. His company didn’t give two craps about him, and he knew it. He hoped managing the band might give him some sense of purpose but, so far, the sole benefit was that it was the only time he got any meaningful human interaction. It was the reason he came to the house uninvited, knowing full well he’d be as useless as an accordion player on a hunting trip. But at least he was around other people, even if it was temporary. The previous night was the first time he hadn’t fallen asleep in his armchair in a drunken stupor, watching infomercials. But all he said was, “It’s not so bad.”

      He could tell Laura didn’t believe him. She looked skeptical but she didn’t accuse him of lying. Instead, she offered him a look of consolation. No one ever knew what to say to an old man who was alone. There was no way to make him feel better about it so why say anything at all?

      “How long have you managed the band?”

      “About a year. Shane’s capable of doing it himself. He has since they started, but he says doing all the bookings and social media stuff is too time-consuming and takes him away from his work with the studio and the band. I think he felt sorry for me and wanted to give me something to do.”

      “How do you two know each other?”

      “Nepotism at its finest,” he laughed. “We’re cousins.”

      “I’d never had guessed.”

      “I know. We look nothing alike. I have a full head of hair even though I’m older than he is.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Fifty-four. He’s forty-five.”

      “I take it you guys are close?”

      “We are now. That’s a recent development. I mean, I’m a few years older, so when we were kids, we lived in two different worlds. Then, Shane was on the road most of the time, so we never saw him. Since he’s been home though, we’ve talked more often. He’d come over to the house to hang out sometimes.”

      “Can I ask you something about him?”

      “Yes, he’s always this standoffish.”

      “How did you know—?”

      “It’s the first thing everybody asks about Shane. It’s one of the other reasons he wanted someone other than him to manage the band. He’s burned a few bridges with his attitude. Don’t get me wrong, Shane’s a good guy. I’ve never seen him turn anyone away who needed help with something. But, with music, he’s a perfectionist and expects everyone around to be too. He pushes the others pretty hard. If they weren’t thick-skinned, they would’ve been out the door a long time ago.”

      “And that flat cap he wears all day?”

      “He’s bald.”

      She laughed. “That makes sense.” She jumped from her spot on the counter. “I better go see where the girls have run off to. God knows Tanya won’t.”

      Don said nothing. Shane was family and that meant Tanya was as well, though he couldn’t disagree with Laura. At least, that’s the way it seemed since they’d arrived. From what he knew of his cousin's wife, she always seemed to dote on Emma. Don got the impression she tried to fill the roles of both parents, considering how busy Shane was despite his decision to stop touring so he could be with his family.

      He watched Laura leave and found himself alone in the quiet house.
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        * * *

      

      Andy wasn’t able to walk long on his sore leg, so he and Simone had been sitting for about an hour, doing their best to ignore the cold, which seemed to worsen in the late afternoon. He leaned up against a tree, his legs straight out, which was the position that seemed to aggravate the pain the least. Simone sat across from him, cross-legged, drawing in the dirt with a stick.

      “Think they’ll come look for us if we don’t make it back by nightfall?”

      Andy shrugged. “I’m not sure they’ll even notice we left.”

      “They will. After a while, anyway. Shane will when he needs us to record our parts.”

      “You mean when he needs you to record your parts. He can do mine on his own.”

      “Shane wouldn’t do that.”

      Andy nodded, absentminded, but she wouldn’t convince him.

      “How’s the leg?”

      “Better.” The sharp pain had gradually become a dull ache, which he didn’t notice as much now. “Maybe give it a few more minutes. It’s on the mend.”

      She nodded and went back to drawing, using her free arm to hug herself to keep warm. Based on her constant shivering, Andy assumed her efforts were in vain.

      “Want my coat?”

      “Such a gentleman,” she teased, then shook her head. “You’d freeze.”

      “I’ll be okay.”

      “I’m fine,” she smiled. “Promise.”

      He didn’t believe her, but he didn’t argue either. Andy knew she was right about him freezing. He was cold enough as it was, even with his jacket. Still, he felt bad making her sit on the ground, freezing, forced to wait until his leg felt well enough for him to continue. He pushed himself up, wincing from the pain, and turning his head so Simone didn’t notice. “We’d better get moving. It’s getting late.” There was a grunt in his voice as he put pressure on the leg. He did his best to mask it but failed.

      “You sure? You sound like it still hurts.”

      “Nah. I’m good. Let’s get going.”

      “Okay.”

      He couldn’t help but hear the skepticism in her voice and he knew she was doing it because he insisted. He suspected she would have been okay to sit a while longer, but his guilt refused to allow it.

      She continued to lead, pulling her phone out of her pocket to consult the compass, still certain that they needed to head south to make it back to the house, even though Andy wasn’t sure anymore. It seemed like they’d been walking twice as long as it had taken them to reach the point where they’d turned around. It made little sense to him, but he didn’t voice his opinion. He just followed Simone, hoping she wasn’t mistaken and accidentally leading them further away from their destination … and also hoped they’d reach the house before the sun went down. The winters in Northern Ontario were often brutal, but the fall could be bad as well. Especially in late October, when it close to the first snowfall of the season.
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      As it was late October, the sun had set not long after six in the evening. Most of the house’s temporary residents gathered in the dining room. Three were absent.

      “Well,” Laura said, pointing upward, where the sound of the drums came from. “We know where Shane is.”

      Don entered from the kitchen carrying a tray of pork chops. “Is he doing Andy’s parts?”

      Kurt nodded. “Andy’s going to love that.”

      “Speaking of Andy,” Don said. “Has anyone seen him? Or Simone?”

      They all shook their heads.

      “Not since this morning,” Laura said. “I thought that was Andy playing the drums upstairs, but when I went to tell him dinner was ready, Shane was there alone.”

      Don furrowed his brow, placing the tray on the table. A bowl full of mashed potatoes and another of mixed vegetables were already there. “Did you check their rooms?”

      “Yes, I did.” Her voice indicated a tad bit of offense to Don’s question, as if he didn’t think she was intelligent enough to check their bedrooms.

      “They’re probably making out somewhere,” Kurt said. “Those two have had a thing for each other for years. It’s about time, if you ask me.”

      “Nobody asked you,” Don snapped at him. When he realized he’d let his temper get the best of him, he took a deep breath to calm himself. “But you could be right. We’ll leave them in peace and just make sure we save them some food so they can eat when they get back.”

      He sat down with the rest of the group, and everyone started filling their plates except for Tanya, who looked around the table, confused.

      “Is Shane coming down?” she asked.

      Laura shook her head as she finished piling potatoes onto her plate. “He said he wants to finish what he’s doing first.”

      That Laura had made no snide comments about Tanya’s absence impressed Don. He knew how she felt about Shane’s wife and her parenting skills—or lack thereof—since arriving yesterday. But she kept her opinions to herself and tried to at least be cordial with Tanya.

      Tanya looked upset but said nothing. She spooned out small portions onto her plate and ate in silence, speaking only when someone addressed her directly.

      The other adults talked while Becky and Emma remained silent as they ate, exchanging knowing glances with each other and laughing at what seemed to others to be for no reason.

      Kurt, to everyone else’s surprise, volunteered to do the dishes after supper. The rest of the table helped by clearing their dishes before heading to the living room.

      Becky and Emma watched another movie while the adults looked through the games Don had bought to see if there was anything worth playing.

      “Are none of you bothered that two people are missing?” Don asked.

      Tanya was the first to speak. “It’s like Kurt said—”

      “No. It’s not like Kurt said. They left this morning. It’s after seven now. They haven’t been making out for eight hours.”

      Tanya and Laura said nothing, knowing he was right.

      “They didn’t mention anything about their plans for the day when you saw them earlier?” he asked Laura.

      “Just that he was going to set up the drums like Shane asked.”

      “Nothing else?”

      She shook her head, so Don turned to Laura. “What about you?”

      “I haven’t seen either of them. I’ve been in my room most of the time.”

      The drums stopped. Don thought nothing of it. He stopped for a minute or two in between takes. But then he heard footsteps clomping down the stairs and Shane entered the room. Seeing everyone just standing there, looking worried, he asked, “What’s going on?”

      “Andy and Simone are missing,” Don told him.

      “What do you mean, missing?”

      “As in they were here, now they’re not, and no one has any idea where they might have gone. No one’s seen them since before noon.”

      “Did you check to see if all the cars are still in the driveway?”

      Don hadn’t and did so now. All the vehicles were there, so they didn’t go into town or a drive.

      “Did you check the entire house?” Shane asked.

      “We checked the rooms where they’d most likely be. Their rooms, the studio, main floor.”

      “What about the basement?”

      Don had to admit he forgot there even was a basement in the house and no one else seemed to have checked there either.

      “Okay,” Shane said. “You check the basement and I’ll go look outside.”

      “What do we do?” Tanya asked.

      As he headed toward the front door, Shane didn’t bother turning around to face his wife. “Stay here with the girls. Yell if you see them before Don and I get back.”

      Don was already in the hall that housed the door leading to the basement. He pulled it open. The creak it made seemed creepier than it would have under better circumstances. The stairs were dark, and he felt along the walls until he found a light switch. He flicked it, half expecting nothing to happen, but the stairs became engulfed in dim light. Just enough for him to see where he was going.

      At the bottom of the steps, he had to use his cellphone for light as he searched for another switch, not knowing why he bothered as it was obvious no one else was there.

      He found a light bulb hanging from the ceiling with a chain, which he pulled, and the light came on. The basement was unfinished. Concrete floors, studs set up as if the original owner had intended to put up drywall at some point but had never gotten around to it. Don could see the entire basement. At least as far as the dim light would allow.

      He found the washer and dryer Laura had mentioned the day before, along with piles of boxes pushed to the side. Curiosity got the better of him and he walked to the nearest stack and opened the top box, finding a bunch of vinyl records. As he sifted through him, he noticed there was quite a variety. Classical, blues, rock, country. Dempsey seemed to have an eclectic taste in music.

      He was about to open another box but remembered they still needed to find Andy and Simone, so he decided his curiosity would have to be satisfied later. Closing the box he had opened, he pulled the chain to turn the light back off and headed for the stairs, stopping about halfway, sure he’d heard something at the other end of the basement.

      He turned to look, realizing how stupid he was for doing so. There was no way for him to see anything through the darkness.

      After about a minute, he took another few steps and stopped, sure he’d heard something that time. It sounded closer and he could make it out better. It was a moan.

      “Hello?” he called out. “Simone? Andy? You guys down here?”

      The sound of footsteps moved toward him, then let out another moan.

      “Guys? This isn’t funny.”

      More footsteps.

      Don took his phone out of his pocket and turned on the flashlight, shining it in the noise's direction. There was nothing.

      “Hello?”

      No response.

      “Andy? Simone? Are you guys hurt?” But the moans he’d heard hadn’t sounded like someone in pain; neither were they moans of pleasure. They almost sounded like someone trying to communicate, but unable to sound out actual words.

      “Guys? I’m serious.”

      Footsteps again and another moan, this time sounding as if it were less than twenty feet away. Don kept shining the light in its direction, but it picked up no movement, even when he could hear its steps. He realized there was no way it was Andy or Simone down here and he decided it was time to get the hell out.

      He ran toward the stairs, listening in case whatever was down there tried to follow him. As he bounded up the steps, he tripped over one, hitting both shins and planting his face into one of the hard, wooden steps. He cried out and heard more footsteps, above him this time. They rushed in his direction and heard Kurt’s voice.

      “Don? You okay?”

      Don felt hands on him, grabbing him by the shoulders and pulling him up. “Come on, bud,” Kurt said.

      Don had to help by pushing himself up even though it put him in even more pain. But Kurt wasn’t able to do it by himself. Don felt his arm being placed around Kurt’s shoulder and the bass player's arm wrapping around his waist as he led him back up the stairs.

      Once they were back on the main floor, Kurt led him into the living room and let him fall back onto the couch. He examined the injured man in the brighter light. “Jesus, dude. You look rough.”

      Don tried to speak, but even that caused him pain. He raised a hand to his mouth to see that he was bleeding.

      “Are there any emergency dentists in town?” Kurt asked Laura, who shook her head.

      “He’ll have to wait until morning. I’ve got some painkillers that might help, though. She ran to get them.
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      “How are you with climbing?” Simone asked, looking up at a large tree. It was taller than the others in the area.

      “Well, I’m almost forty years old, out of shape, my leg hurts, and I haven’t climbed anything since I was ten.”

      “Fair enough.” She grabbed a branch and tested it to make sure it would hold her weight before pulling her leg up onto it.

      “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like?” When he didn’t answer, she said, “What? Because I’m a girl I can’t climb a tree?”

      “No. It’s just dark and cold and it doesn’t seem safe.”

      She ignored him as she pulled herself onto the next branch and kept going, making her way at a slow pace, until Andy could no longer see her in the darkness but could hear her grunting and the sound of her shoes scraping the bark as she kept going.

      Twice it sounded like she slipped, and he heard a quick yelp, followed by assurances she was okay. After what seemed like an interminable amount of time, the sounds of movement ceased. “Anything?” he called up.

      “Hang on a sec. … I see the house. It looks close.”

      “How close?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not great with eyeballing distances. Maybe a couple of hundred feet?”

      She sounded discouraged, which Andy found confusing since it sounded as though their ordeal was almost over. “What’s wrong?”

      “This makes no sense. The house is in the same direction we’ve been going. We should have made it out of the woods hours ago.” Simone dropped to the ground. “Well, I guess we keep going and hope for the best.”

      Andy agreed and they moved on. He blew into his hands, trying to warm them.

      “Simone?”

      She turned. “What?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “I just heard someone calling my name.”

      “Simone?”

      He heard it too. It was faint but came from the direction of the house. “That sounds like Shane.”

      “You’re right. It does.”

      They quickened their pace. Hearing Shane’s voice had lifted Andy’s spirits if only a little, offering him a small amount of hope. They heard Shane call out again. They called back and waited to see if he responded.

      “Simone? Are you out here?”

      They picked up the pace and started jogging toward the direction of Shane’s voice. Andy’s leg was much better than when he first fell but it still sent minor jolts of pain through him.

      “Shane! Can you hear me?” Simone yelled without breaking her stride.

      Andy hobbled behind her.

      “Simone? Is that you?”

      “He heard us,” Simone told Andy without looking back. She ran even faster.

      Andy, older and out of shape, couldn’t keep up. Within minutes, they could see the lights of the house and once out of the woods, they could see Shane standing in the darkness, his hands cupped to his mouth as he called for Simone.

      “Where have you guys been?” he asked as they approached him.

      “In there,” Andy pointed to the forest. He barely got the words out he was so out of breath.

      “You’ve been in the woods all day? Jesus, you’ve got to be frozen. Let’s get you guys inside. I need to let Don know I found you. He went to look for you guys in the basement.”

      “The basement?” Simone asked, her confusion obvious.

      Shane seemed embarrassed. “Well, we thought you guys might have snuck off to … well, you know?”

      Simone let out a laugh that let him know how she felt about the idea of the two of them together. When they were back inside, they found the others still in the living room. Don had returned and sat on the couch, Kurt had his hand placed on the man’s chin, staring into his mouth.

      “What’s going on?” Shane asked.

      “Don had an accident,” Laura explained and held a bottle of pills. “He tripped on the staircase and hit his face.”

      “Oh, shit. Is he okay?”

      Kurt let go of Don’s chin. “He’s going to need to see a dentist, for sure. One of his teeth cracked.”

      “That’ll have to wait until morning, I’m afraid. In the meantime, I brought you the painkillers. They should keep down the pain until we can get you to town tomorrow.” She handed him the pills, along with a glass of water. When he finished taking them, she gave him a cloth to wipe the blood from his mouth.

      “Well,” Shane said, clapping his hands together. “I guess we can’t say it hasn’t been an uneventful evening.”

      Tanya glared at Shane. “How can you joke at a time like this?”

      “What? I was just trying to see the humor in the situation.”

      “I don’t think this is funny at all.”

      She walked off, leaving Shane stunned and looking at everyone else as if to ask what he’d done.

      Every so often, Don moaned in pain. After he had cleaned the blood from his face, he continued to hold the cold, damp cloth to his mouth. “We … need …” He winced at the pain, unable to continue talking.

      “What’s wrong, Don?” Kurt appeared immediately embarrassed after asking this, as it was obvious Don was unable to answer him at the moment, at least not without causing himself immense pain.

      Andy noticed Simone hadn’t said a word since they’d returned and neither had he. He couldn’t speak for her, but now that he was back in the safety of the house, he was trying to make sense of their ordeal in the woods. The simple explanation was they had been walking in circles, but Simone used a compass … so it wasn’t that reasonable an explanation.

      He wanted to say something to the others. Tell them what happened, but he risked sounding like a lunatic. Even the look Simone gave him cautioned him to keep it to themselves. At least for now.

      Shane looked frazzled. It had already been a long night and none of them knew what to make of anything that had happened.

      “What were you two doing in the woods all day?” he asked, more out of concern than harshness.

      “Just walking,” Simone answered before Andy spoke. She’d spoken so quickly and with enough defensiveness, Andy was sure anyone who heard would think she had something to hide.

      Shane nodded slowly, suspicious. “Okay.” He let out a long sigh of frustration. “I guess I better go check on Tanya.”

      Andy noticed Kurt had been staring at him and Simone with a look of amusement. “Just out for a walk, huh? For eight hours? In the cold? However, did you two keep warm?”

      Simone picked up a throw pillow from a nearby chair and threw it at him.

      “Your being defensive proves my point,” Kurt told her, although anyone could see he wasn’t being serious. Even though Simone was the youngest member of the band, Kurt was like a big brother to her and filled the role well, teasing her just like an older sibling would. His tone became serious. “But what were you guys doing out there for so long?”

      “We got a little lost,” she admitted.

      Kurt looked to Andy for confirmation. The drummer nodded.

      Kurt looked skeptical but he didn’t question them any further. Instead, he turned his attention to Don, whose moaning had lessened over the last few minutes. Andy guessed the painkillers were kicking in.

      “We … need to … leave …” he said.

      “Yeah, dude. Don’t worry. We’re gonna get you out of here first thing tomorrow.”

      “No … now.”

      “Dude, you’ll be fine. Just hang in there until morning.”

      Andy felt a tug on the sleeve of his shirt. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” He followed her into the kitchen.

      Simone lowered her voice to a loud whisper. “What the hell is going on here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The woods, Don getting hurt, weird nightmares, and now I feel Don’s trying to warn us about something.”

      “Yeah … it seemed like that, didn’t it?” He paused, deep in thought. “Look, I don’t know. I mean, Don getting hurt … that could just be bad luck. We’re talking about a basement in a house that’s been empty for over twenty years. It’s dark, maybe the stairs broke. Who knows?”

      “And the woods?”

      “I don’t know what happened out there but there has to be a reasonable explanation.” He wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince Simone or himself. “There has to be.”

      “I guess.” But she didn’t seem convinced.

      “What are you two talking about?” Laura poked her head in.

      “Nothing.”

      “This is my house and I’d rather you guys not keep secrets from me about this place.”

      “Really, it’s nothing. We’re just worried about Don.”

      She looked from Andy to Simone and back again, suspicious. “Yeah. Me too. But I’m sure he’ll be fine. It’s nothing life-threatening. Once those painkillers kick in, he’ll be in a lot of discomfort, but he’ll be okay.”

      “I hope so,” Simone said. “I’d say it’d be best if he went home, but it might be better for him to be around people for the time being.”

      Andy agreed with her, though he almost voiced his opinion that it may be best if they all went home. He hadn’t liked the house when they’d first arrived, and he liked it even less now.

      The three moved back into the living room where Kurt still monitored Don. Both men were sitting on the couch. Kurt looked concerned. “I don’t know if it’s the meds or what, but he’s spewing nonsense.”

      “What do you mean?” Laura asked.

      “Tell them, Don.”

      He opened his mouth and winced, but Andy could tell he was in less pain than he had been minutes before. “We need to leave,” he said. “Tonight.”

      Andy didn’t disagree with him, but he also didn’t want to cause panic for no reason. “Leave? Why?”

      Don described his encounter with Eddie earlier in the day and also his experience in the basement, still certain something had been down there with him. When he finished, the others stood silent for a few moments.

      It was Laura who spoke first. “It’s an old house. There’s bound to be weird noises. Especially in the basement. It’s dark and creepy down there.”

      “And what about this Eddie character?”

      “Eddie … Eddie …” she said, letting herself trail off into deep thought. “You mean Eddie Boyd?”

      Don shrugged. “Didn’t get a last name.”

      “Who’s Eddie Boyd?” Andy asked.

      “Old friend of my father’s. I met him a few times when I was a kid. He came to the house once to talk to my mother. I wasn’t in the room, but I overheard some stuff. It sounded like he was telling Mom to convince Charles to leave the house. I didn’t hear much else. Eddie’s still around. He’s a bit of a local crackpot. He’s harmless. Just a little weird.”

      “Either way,” Simone said, “we’re not going anywhere tonight. Let’s stay here at least for tonight and see where we’re at in the morning.”

      The others agreed, some more reluctantly than others.
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      The next morning, Don regretted not being able to convince the others to leave the previous evening. It had been an uneventful evening, save for the nightmare he’d had. Under normal circumstances, it wouldn’t have bothered him, but the dream seemed more vivid than any other he could remember and it was the same dream he’d had the first night they were in the house.

      He dreamed he was in the hallway on the third floor, standing outside the studio. The room was empty. He couldn’t tell with the other rooms as the doors were closed, but there was no light visible in the small space between the door and its frame. In the dream it was night and a thunderstorm raged outside, lightning flashing every few seconds, followed by deafening peals of thunder.

      He tried to walk down the hall toward one of the bedrooms to see if Shane, Tanya, or Simone were there, but as he walked, the hallway stretched before him, making it impossible to reach his goal. When he tried to walk in the other direction, the same thing happened. With nothing else to do, he focused on the sound of thunder as it boomed. He could have sworn, with each clap, he could hear a voice.

      Don’t let them leave.

      He listened again, sure he’d misheard, but after hearing the directive two or three more times, the words were unmistakable.

      Don’t let them leave.

      It was then he awoke and let out a short yell, aggravating the pain in his mouth.

      He found the others downstairs in the living room and kitchen, sipping coffee and talking. All except for Shane, who Don imagined was already in the studio, getting ready to start work for the day. Everyone’s mood seemed to have improved since the night before and no one talked about the strange events that had taken place.

      Andy and Tanya were in the kitchen, talking.

      “Hey, Don,” Andy said. “How’re you feeling?”

      “Still sore.”

      “Yeah. It’s eight now. If we get you out of here soon, the dentist should be open by the time we get to town. I’m going to ask Laura to drive you.”

      Don nodded, still trying to limit his talking, not that anyone was listening to him, anyway.

      “What the hell?”

      The voice came from upstairs, and it sounded enraged. Don heard someone stomp down the stairs.

      “Simone?”

      Anyone could see Shane was beyond angry.

      “What?” Simone asked, her voice timid, not knowing why he was angry with her.

      He pointed a finger at her. He was a bit too close, and it was almost in her face. “What gives you the right to touch my stuff?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the recording you did last night. Did you think I wouldn’t find it?”

      “Recording? I didn’t do any recording.”

      “Come on.” He started back to the third floor. Everyone, curious about what was happening, followed.

      In the studio, Shane sat at the computer and clicked on a file; a violin played a slow, haunting song. Don noticed Simone’s eyes widen, not able to explain how the recording got on Shane’s computer.

      “It’s depressing,” Andy commented. “I mean, it’s beautiful. But it’s depressing.” He turned to Simone. “Did you write that?”

      She shook her head, so confused she couldn’t speak.

      “Who else could have recorded it?” Shane asked. “Anyone here besides Simone play the violin?”

      Everyone shook their heads, almost in unison.

      Shane nodded. “That’s what I thought.”

      Simone, finding her voice, said, “Shane, you know me. We’ve known each other for years. You know I wouldn’t touch your equipment without permission.”

      “I thought I knew that.” He shook his head, dejected. “But what other explanation is there?”

      No one offered one, though Don was developing a theory. He didn’t want to say it yet because he knew he would sound crazy, and no one would listen.

      Shane calmed down, though his hands shook from agitation. The rest left, having their curiosity satisfied.

      “Andy?” Shane called.

      Andy stopped and turned. Don, who had been behind him and now had his path out the door blocked, stopped as well.

      “Yeah?”

      “Can you take Don into town to see the dentist?”

      “Don’t you need me? I thought you wanted to record the drums first?”

      “Nah. I got it covered. I’m going to get Kurt’s stuff done today.”

      Andy looked confused but agreed. Don hung his head, knowing the answer but not wanting to start another argument so soon after the one Shane had had with Simone. Shane threw Andy the keys to the van and both men left the room, leaving Shane alone.
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        * * *

      

      Andy focused on driving, trying to distract himself from wondering why Shane had changed his mind about the order in which the instruments were being recorded. He had a feeling he wouldn’t like the answer.

      He could tell from Don’s occasional moans that he was still in pain, but it didn’t seem anywhere near as bad as the previous evening. He was doing twenty over the speed limit but there were no other cars visible on the highway, so he didn’t think it mattered. All he cared about was getting Don to the dentist.

      When they reached the town, Andy realized he never thought to ask Laura where the office was, so he had to pull it up on his phone to get directions. They found the office and a young girl, maybe around twenty, sitting behind a large counter, greeted them.

      “My friend here has a bit of an emergency.”

      Don opened his mouth and showed the girl his cracked tooth.

      “Ow,” she winced. “That must hurt.” She handed Don a clipboard with some forms on it and motioned for them to have a seat. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      By the time she returned, Don had finished the forms and was waiting for her at the counter.

      “Doctor Cartwright can take you right away,” she said.

      Don turned to Andy. “This may take a bit. Might as well grab yourself a coffee or something. I’ll text you when I’m done.”

      Andy wished his friend luck and left. He found a diner on the main road and went in. When the server came with a menu, he shook his head and told her he just wanted coffee.

      She shrugged without saying a word and walked away.

      “You one of Don’s friends?”

      Andy looked up to see a man standing at the end of his table. His gray hair was uncombed, and he wore an old jean jacket that looked as though he hadn’t washed it since the 1960s. “You must be Eddie.”

      Instead of answering, the man sat across from Andy without being invited. “So, he told you.”

      “He did.”

      “And you’re still here.”

      “We are.”

      “You should leave.”

      “So Don told us. What I’m not clear on is why.”

      “There’s something in that house.”

      “Look, I don’t know the whole story about what you told Don yesterday. He’s not in much of a talking mood at the moment. But, based on what he did say, there’s nothing in that house except what you would expect to find in any house. So, unless you can get a tad more specific about what you’re trying to tell me, I don’t see us leaving soon.”

      Eddie leaned in, putting on a serious face. “Look, I don’t know what’s in that house. But whatever it is, it killed Charles. I’d be willing to put money on the fact that whatever was in the house is still there and it’s going to get you too.”

      “Look, Eddie,” Andy leaned forward, getting as close to the stranger as he could with the table in the way. “You seem like a nice guy, and I get you’re trying to look out for us. I get it. But I’m not much of a believer in things that go bump in the night. I think we’ll be okay.”

      Eddie stood up. He walked away, then stopped, and turned back. “You’re making a mistake.” He walked off before Andy could respond.

      It took about another half hour before he got the text from his friend saying he was ready. He left a five-dollar bill on the table and went to pick him up. “How do you feel?” he asked as soon as Don was back in the car.

      The other mumbled something incomprehensible but Andy was pretty sure he’d said the dentist froze his mouth.

      They drove the rest of the way in silence.
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      “Can we break for lunch or something?” Kurt asked. “I’m getting tired here, dude. And my fingers are sore.”

      “Use a pick.”

      Shane saw the bass player glare at him, unsure if it was because he didn’t let him have a break or because he suggested a pick. It could be either one. Kurt was judgmental against any bass player that didn’t pluck with their fingers.

      “Okay, okay. One more time, then you can grab something to eat.”

      “Fine.”

      It had been several hours, and they were still working on the second song of the day. Shane was certain they wouldn’t finish by dinner and would have to continue the next day. Which was fine with him. It delayed having to work with Simone on her tracks; he wasn’t sure when he was going to stop being angry with her.

      “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      Shane clicked the record button. The ghost track of him playing guitar and singing kicked in, along with the drums he’d recorded as well. He could tell Kurt was struggling with it. Shane had to admit, it was a difficult tune to keep up with because of its fast tempo and complex bass line, and Kurt had played it at least a dozen times in a row, which would be difficult for any musician. He cut the recording.

      “What was wrong with that one?”

      Shane pointed to the door with his thumb. “Go. You got half an hour, then get your ass back here.”

      “Don’t have to tell me twice.” Kurt was out the door before Shane could blink.

      While he was alone, Shane listened to the violin recording again. It was short, about a minute long. It was a song in progress. Andy was right, Shane decided. It was depressing. Music to slit your wrists by, he thought, chuckling. What a great promotion idea. Slap that phrase right on the front cover of an album. As much as he knew, Simone was the only one capable of recording it, but this didn’t sound like her. This was a slow, depressing violin composition. Simone wrote upbeat fiddle tunes. If she had indeed touched Shane’s equipment without his knowledge or permission, this was a drastic change in style for her, which could mean something was wrong and the way he yelled at her would have made it worse.

      He made a mental note to apologize the first chance he got, then realized he had that chance while Kurt was on his break. Before getting up to leave, he deleted the violin recording, emptying the recycle bin to make sure no one could recover the file.
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        * * *

      

      “You missed the rarest event to occur in the history of humankind,” Simone said.

      Andy knew she was kidding but was curious what might have happened for her to describe it in such an exaggerated way. “Oh? What’s that?”

      “Shane apologized.”

      “Good. He was way out of line.”

      “He was, but I get where he was coming from. I mean, who else but me could have recorded a violin piece? Unless Laura plays, no one else here does.”

      “But … it wasn’t you … right?”

      “Of course it wasn’t me. I’ve known Shane long enough to know not to touch his gear. It’s the first thing you learn within five minutes of meeting the guy.”

      Andy knew she was right. He remembered their first few gigs together. Back then, Andy didn’t use a full drum set. Instead, he used a cajon. Light, portable, it took up almost no space in his car. So, teardown was easy. Put it back in its case, put it in the car, and done. Shane brought the mixer, speakers, monitors, and everything else they needed besides their instruments. When he would offer to help lug the stuff outside, Shane wouldn’t just say no; he’d say it in a way that made him feel stupid for asking.

      “You’re not wrong,” he said, eyeing Simone, curled up on the couch, a fantasy novel in her hands. He sat on the chair across from her. “You miss Edie?”

      “Like you wouldn’t believe. If I’d known Shane and Laura were bringing their kids, I would have brought her too. I think she’d rather be here with two other girls rather than at her dad’s.”

      “How is James?”

      “Same old pain in my ass. He’s not too bad. It’s that wife of his. I hate sending Edie over there because of her.”

      “Don’t give me that. You hated sending her over there before James got remarried.”

      “This is true.”

      “Are we ever going to talk about it? Or just pretend it didn’t happen?”

      Simone laid the book, face down, on the couch beside her. “Talk about what?”

      “What happened in the woods?”

      “Nothing happened in the woods.”

      “I’m just trying to make sense of it, that’s all.”

      “We got lost in the forest. It’s not something unusual. It happens all the time.”

      “But you said—”

      “I know what I said. I was wrong. We were going in circles. We had to be. There’s no other explanation for why it took us so long to get back to the house.”

      He could see Simone was getting agitated, not that he could blame her. So, he cut the conversation short.

      Within a few minutes, Kurt walked in, cutting through on his way back to the recording session. “Howdy, folks,” he said, walking toward the stairs. “No time to talk. Shane’s got me on a tight schedule.”

      Even with the cheerfulness in his voice, Andy could still hear the annoyance. Kurt didn’t get annoyed often. Or he at least didn’t show it if he did.

      “Hey, Kurt. Can I ask you something quick?”

      Kurt pretended to check his non-existent watch. “Make it fast. Gotta hurry before the boss fires me.”

      “I’m just curious about why Shane changed the order of the recording sessions. He wanted me to go first, then he changed it without telling me. Any idea why?”

      “I just work here, dude. You want to know the answer, gotta talk to the boss man. Later.” Despite his claims of being in a hurry, Kurt casually strolled up the stairs.

      “I don’t suppose you know anything about it,” Andy said to Simone, who had picked up her book again. Andy guessed it was in the hope their conversation was over.

      She shrugged without looking up from the novel. “I’m on a need-to-know basis.”

      “Okay, then. I shall leave you to your book.”

      After Don’s ordeal in the basement, Andy was curious about what was down there, so he went to the door, opened it, and walked down the stairs.

      The musty smell hit his nostrils right away and he coughed from all the dust. He found the light with the chain and turned it on, using his phone to help as the light wasn’t bright enough to illuminate the entire basement. He stopped and listened for anything that might be down there with him. Nothing. No footsteps, no breathing, no hint that anything was there now or had been in the last two decades.

      Someone had stacked several boxes up against the studs where it appeared the original owner had planned to put up walls at some point … if he had lived long enough.

      Opening a box, he found several vinyl records and sifted through them, noticing the variety of music. He hadn’t seen a record player in the house, but he carried the box over to the stairs and set it down in case he found one he missed and went back and looked through another box. More records, which he put next to the first.

      The next box had a bunch of books. There were some novels but most of them were non-fiction. History books, biographies, some on music theory. He set those aside, having no interest in looking through them further.

      The next box had even more books, but he was more interested in them because of how old they looked. He pulled one out and looked at the cover. He knew little about books, but it looked to be older than any book he’d seen. Maybe even over a hundred years old. He flipped through it. For its age the condition was fair, but he did not know what it was. He was unfamiliar with the language, and it contained symbols he didn’t recognize. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought it was a book on the occult.

      The box was full of similar tomes. He flipped through a few of them, and found more of the same. Strange languages and symbols. Despite his lack of any religious beliefs, he felt goosebumps on his arms, and the basement—even the entire house—seemed a lot creepier than it had a few minutes ago.

      Yet he flipped through a few more, his curiosity getting the better of him. He heard a noise, somewhere on the other end of the basement. Since it was the length of the house, it was a fair distance away. He stopped what he was doing and listened. Nothing. He dismissed it as his imagination. The creepy books were messing with his head.

      He put them back where he’d found them and placed the other box of books back on top and went upstairs, where he almost bumped into Tanya, who was walking past the basement door as he was going through it.

      “What were you doing down there?” She sounded more curious than accusatory.

      “Just checking. The whole thing with what Don said happened to him down there got me spooked. I went to see if there was something down there or if it was just his imagination.”

      “And?”

      “His mind was playing tricks on him. Had to be. There’s nothing there.”

      She nodded. “I get it. This place is enormous, but I still feel cooped up. I wouldn’t mind getting out for a bit. Get my head back on straight.”

      “Yeah. I was just in town with Don, but I wouldn’t mind getting out again myself.”

      “I assume after yesterday you wouldn’t be up for another walk through the woods.”

      “You’d be right.” He pulled out the keys still in his pocket. “But I have the keys to the van. We could go for a drive. Head further north and see if there’s anything that way.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Let me just check and see if Laura’s okay watching the girls for a bit. I get the feeling she doesn’t like me much.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      “No, I get it. I haven’t been myself lately. I know that. And I’d say it’s feeling trapped in this place but, to be honest, it started before we got here.”

      Andy made a mental note to ask her about it once they were on the road. She seemed like she needed to talk and them not knowing each other very well may help to make her feel more comfortable sharing what was on her mind.

      “You go ahead. I’ll meet you outside in a few minutes.”
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      Kurt prided himself on his patience. He was a go-with-the-flow kind of guy. And he was pretty sure that his ability to tolerate just about anything was the sole reason he hadn’t smashed Shane over the head with his bass. That and the fact the Warwick was his favorite and had cost him more than any car he’d ever owned.

      He was beginning to think Shane had forgotten how to say anything other than, “Alright, let’s do that one again.” He’d heard it so many times over the last few hours he wanted to stab himself in the ears just so he’d never have to hear it again.

      “What was wrong with that one?”

      Shane didn’t bother to look up from his computer screen. “You missed a couple of notes in the middle section.”

      “So?”

      “So, it needs to be perfect.”

      “Well, I’m sure if you bother to listen to the three-million takes I already did, you’ll find one where I didn’t miss the notes. Take your pick of those and splice.”

      “Sorry, Kurt. We’ve got to do this in one take. No splicing.”

      “It’s not that we have to do it in one take. It’s that you want to do it in one take.”

      “Yeah, that’s right. I want it done in one take and we’re going to keep doing it until it’s perfect, start to finish. I don’t see why that’s so difficult.”

      “Is this how you do it with the bands you record in your studio?”

      “Well, they pay me so I’m an employee. I do it how they want it done. I put in my two cents now and then to give them the benefit of my expertise. But they have the final say. This time, however, I get to do it how I want.”

      “When did this band stop being a democracy? I must smoke more weed than I thought because I somehow missed your hostile takeover. Or did we transition from democracy to fascist dictatorship so slowly the rest of us just didn’t notice?”

      “This is not a fascist dictatorship.”

      “Oh no? When are you going to tell Andy about his drum parts?”

      “What about them?”

      “About the fact that you already did them yourself?”

      Shane said nothing. He stuttered a bit but couldn’t get the words out. Kurt assumed he was trying to think of some excuse that didn’t make him seem like a complete jerk and failed.

      “We heard you up here last night, dude. Andy didn’t because he was too busy getting lost in the woods, but Don and I heard you. We knew what you were doing. And we also know you haven’t bothered to tell him yet.”

      “What the hell has gotten into you?”

      “I don’t know, but it damn well needs to be said. I’ve been putting up with your shit for years. But the way you treat him, it’s like you have no respect for him. The only reason he’s in this band is that you haven’t figured out a way to play guitar and drums at the same time.”

      “Sure I have. Use a kick drum and a snare box, I can keep the beat with my feet.”

      “I’ll go let Andy know his services are no longer required.”

      “Don’t be so melodramatic. He’ll still play live shows with us. I just wanted to make sure the drum parts were up to my standard.”

      Kurt put his bass back on the stand a little rougher than he intended and the stand shook. He worried it would fall, but he pretended not to care as he stormed out. Hoping Shane wouldn’t notice, he glanced back and was happy to see that when it stopped wobbling, it remained upright.

      He went straight to the kitchen and grabbed a beer from the fridge. He popped it open and took a long swig while walking into the living room and plopped himself onto a chair, heaving a sigh of frustration.

      “You two sound like an old married couple,” Simone told him. He hadn’t even noticed she was sitting there until she spoke.

      “You heard that, huh?”

      “I think everyone within a ten-mile radius heard it.”

      “Sorry.” He took another long drink. “There was stuff in there that was needing to be said for a long time.”

      “I know.”

      He let out a noise that sounded like a cross between a chuckle and a snort. “Sometimes, it feels like we are an old married couple. God, we’ve known each other so long, spent so much time on the road together, I don’t even want to think about it.” He took another long swig, almost finishing the beer. “It’s funny, you know? He spent the whole beginning of his music career being an employee, having to do everything the way he was told. Now, he’s not an employee anymore. He’s an equal partner in this band and he runs it like we’re his employees.”

      “Give him an inch, he thinks he’s a ruler.”

      “I guess you heard the bit about Andy too?”

      “About how Shane recorded all Andy’s parts without telling him? Nope. Don’t know a thing about it.”

      “My question is, who’s going to tell Andy?”

      “Shouldn’t it be Shane?”

      “It should be, but it won’t be. Not because he feels guilty or cares about Andy’s feelings. He won’t tell him because he doesn’t want to deal with the fallout.”

      “I can see that.”

      “I don’t know how much longer I can do this. We started this band, what? Ten years ago? Ten years we’ve been dealing with him running things like we’re his backup band.”

      “You’re not thinking of quitting, are you?”

      “Is that such a bad thing? There’s a lot of work out there. I can go back on the road. What’s keeping me here? No wife, no kids. There’s no reason I can’t.”

      “You’re just going to ditch me and leave me with Shane?” Simone asked drily.

      “Andy’s there.”

      “You think Andy’s going to stick around once he finds out what Shane did? He’ll leave too.”

      “So, you quit too,” Kurt told her matter-of-factly.

      “Where would I go? There aren’t a lot of bands looking for a fiddle player. The whole reason we started doing Celtic rock covers is so I could be in the band.”

      “That’s not—”

      “Don’t even try to deny it. We both know it’s true. I’m not upset about it. You guys basically tailored the format of the band so I could be a part of it. It’s kind of flattering. All I’m saying is there aren’t a lot of options outside of here. I guess I could join an orchestra, but that’s not what I’m looking for.”

      “We’ll start our thing. You, me, and Andy. Do instrumental stuff like Ashley MacIsaac or Natalie MacMaster.”

      “Look, before you do anything rash, take some time to cool down. If you quit because you’re upset, you’ll end up regretting it. You’ll always wonder if you did it because it was the right thing to do or because you had a fight with Shane. Sleep on it; if it still feels like the right thing to do tomorrow, then you can quit.”

      “You are wise beyond your years, young Padawan.”
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        * * *

      

      Don woke to the sound of Kurt shouting, which didn’t upset him, as what he would now refer to as his recurring nightmare was not exclusive to the night. Though when he heard the yelling, his first thought was to ask himself what dumpster fire would he have to put out now? He knew he should get up and find out what happened, but his mouth was still in pain.

      He tried to remember where he’d put the pills the doctor had prescribed him for the pain. They weren’t on the dresser, where he thought he’d left them. He walked to the washroom. If had Kurt hadn’t woken him, his bladder would have. He found the pills on the sink. He took two and used his hand to spoon water into his mouth to help swallow them.

      Don considered ignoring the argument and going back to bed. As manager, he didn’t think babysitting should be anywhere in his job description, though he and the band—Shane more than the others—seemed to disagree on what his job entailed. He walked down the hall, intending to go to the third floor as he assumed Shane and Kurt would be in the studio. As he passed Laura’s room, the door was open and he saw her sitting on the end of the bed, hands in her lap, unmoving.

      “You okay?” he asked after tapping on the door.

      She pulled herself out of her trance. “Oh, yeah. Fine. I was just listening to Emma and Becky. They’re whispering in Becky’s room, but I can’t make out what they’re saying.”

      He smiled. “Spying on the kids?”

      “You never did that as a parent?”

      “Sometimes. When it was quiet enough to make me suspicious.”

      “I guess you heard the argument?” she asked, changing the subject.

      “Well, I heard yelling, but I’ve no idea what it was about. Though I can guess.”

      “Kurt doesn’t seem like the type to have a temper. I didn’t think he could yell.”

      “You and me both,” Don chuckled. “He’s about as chill as they come. I have a feeling that outburst results from years of pent-up anger.”

      “I just don’t like Becky hearing it. She’s heard enough fighting with her dad and me.”

      “So, are you divorced?”

      “Widowed.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” she laughed but there was no humor in it. “I shouldn’t say that. It sounds terrible. But if he hadn’t died, we would have gotten divorced.”

      Don stepped into the room, testing the waters. Seeing how close he could get before she drew a line.

      She either didn’t notice or didn’t mind. “We fought all the time. It was hard on Becky and I’m worried hearing arguments like Kurt and Shane just had will bring up terrible memories for her.”

      He stepped closer. He was about two or three feet into the room and had closed half the distance between himself and Laura. “I get it. No one likes their kids to hear arguments. Sarah and I never argued but that was because we didn’t want the boys to hear us, so we’d wait until they weren’t around. By that time, we had calmed down and we ended talking about stuff instead of having an argument.”

      “I wish we’d thought of that.”

      “To be fair, it more or less happened by accident. But it worked out well.”

      “You miss her, don’t you? Even after all these years?”

      Don took another step toward her. “Yeah. In the beginning, people kept telling me it would get easier over time, but it didn’t. At least not for me. There are days even now where I wake up and try to put my arm around her.”

      “I guess I’m lucky that way. As much as I loved him at first, by the time he died, I couldn’t stand the sight of him.”

      “How did he die, anyway?”

      “He fell off the roof of our house.”

      “What?”

      “We got a ton of snow that year. So much, that by February, it was weighing down the roof. Tom went up to shovel it himself instead of hiring professionals to do it. He slipped and fell and broke his neck.”

      “God, that’s horrible. I hope Becky didn’t see it.”

      “She was at school.”

      He moved in, sitting on the bed next to her, expecting her to either tell him to get off or, at least, to move to increase the distance between them. She did neither.

      “Well, at least she didn’t see it happen.”

      Laura nodded. “I felt guilty for a while. I was home when it happened, and I saw his body on the ground. He just lay there, lifeless, and I felt nothing.” She looked at him. “Does that make me a bad person?”

      He put his hand on hers, not intending it to seem like he was making a move and hoped she didn’t take it as such. She looked down at it but didn’t remove it.

      “Look, I don’t know your situation so I can’t judge. You felt how you felt. You don’t seem like a bad person. When I first met you, you seemed cold and standoffish, but now that I’ve gotten to know you a bit better, you don’t come off that way at all.”

      “Defense mechanism. Call it an occupational hazard. Being a woman in a leadership position can do that to you.”

      “What do you do for work, anyway? You never told me.”

      “I’m an editor for Ashville’s local paper.”

      “Ashville has a local paper?”

      She laughed, and this time there was humor in it. “I know, right? It’s not a big paper, but we have a few people writing for it. We have a decent number of subscribers, some local businesses buy ad space, and we’ve branched off into social media.”

      As much as he was enjoying his conversation with Laura and didn’t want it to end, he knew he should go find out what was happening between Shane and Kurt. He took his hand from hers and stood up. He wanted to comment on Laura’s success in her career but couldn’t think of a way without sounding condescending. “I better go. Sounds like I have a fire to put out. I’m sure you can relate.”

      “Give ‘em hell,” she smiled.

      Don got the impression she was enjoying their talk as well and he made a mental note to come back and check on her afterward. As he left the bedroom, he found himself second-guessing the entire interaction. Did she allow him to place his hand on hers because she knew it was a platonic gesture with no hidden intentions? Or did she think he was hitting on her and was open to the idea of a flirtation between the two? Or more?

      He dismissed the idea. She was in her thirties, successful, raising a child. He was in his late fifties, two grown kids, and had more baggage than an Air Canada flight. There was no way she would be interested in anything more than friendship.
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        * * *

      

      He parked on the road to make sure no one saw him. This meant having to walk up the long driveway. The doctor told him walking was good for him but, at his age, too much exercise seemed to hinder more than help.

      It wasn’t a straight driveway. There were several curves, which made it easier for him to make his way to the house unseen. He wasn’t stealthy by any means, but as long as no one came outside or saw him from a window, he should be okay. About halfway up, he heard the familiar crackle of gravel under tires, and he ran into the woods lining the driveway, and hid behind a tree until the white cargo van had passed and was out of sight. He hoped that meant they were leaving the house and never coming back, but he had to keep going to make sure. It could be one or two of them heading to town for all he knew.

      After a long, excruciating hike, he saw several cars still parked in front of the house and no activity outside. They wouldn’t listen to him, which upset him, but he was more concerned than anything. Well, if they wouldn’t leave on their own, he would have to give them a push somehow.

      Eddie had hoped he’d never see the house again. He hadn’t been there more than a few times, not long after Charles had had the place built. Even then, something about it didn’t seem right but he said nothing to his friend because he figured it was his imagination. For over twenty years, he’d regretted his silence … and he’d continue to regret it until the day he died.

      He stayed close to the trees in case he needed to duck behind another if someone came outside. By the time he was as close to the house as he felt he could get undetected, Eddie realized he didn’t know how he was going to get the group to leave. The best he could come up with was to wear a mask and grab a chainsaw and chase them out. But he was trying to help these people, not get them killed by accident. He was also not trying to spend what few remaining years he might have in jail.

      He knew there was a shed behind the house where Charles had kept some of his tools. Though he had no idea what might be useful, he figured he might know it when he found it. Still keeping as close to the woods as possible, he walked around the house, monitoring the windows for movement, ready to duck out of sight if the need should arise.

      The shed had a large padlock keeping it from being opened. He remembered Charles hadn’t bothered locking it since he figured no one was going to come out here to steal tools. Barbara must have done it after her husband died and left her the house. The good news was that it meant that there was something still inside. The bad news was there didn’t seem to be any way to open it. There were several large rocks littered in the yard that Eddie figured could do the job, but he worried about the sound carrying into the house, even with the windows closed. But since there was no other way, he had two options. Either he risked it or he left and let the kids fend for themselves. The second option was tempting as hell, but he knew his conscience wouldn’t allow it.

      He picked up the largest rock he could lift with one arm and brought it to the shed. He took a deep breath to steady his nerves, then brought the rock down on the padlock, using what little strength he had left in his sixty-four-year-old body. The rock hit the lock with a clunk. He saw some scratches but other than that, it didn’t look like it was about to give.

      Eddie looked around, making sure no one had heard the sound and was coming to investigate before he attempted it again. The lock looked cheap, kind of like the ones high-school kids used for their lockers, so he didn’t think it was especially secure. He brought down the rock again. After the third time, he had to rest his arm for a few minutes as the motion and the weight of the rock were taking their toll on his shoulder.

      A few more hits and the lock snapped open. He looked around again. As far as he could tell, no one had noticed he was out here. He pulled open the door and went inside, scanning the shed’s interior for anything he could use. Hammers, screwdrivers, and a few saws lined the walls, along with various other tools. He found a drill and a case full of bits. Other than that, there weren’t many tools. The rest of what he found: a lawnmower, snow shovels, hedge trimmers, and various gardening implements. It seemed Charles planned on getting the yard into shape but hadn’t gotten around to it.

      He looked around a little more, but it only took a minute to realize there was nothing in here to help him. The entire plan was useless, he realized. There was no way he was going to scare the group out of the house. The last option he had was to knock on the door and try to talk some sense into them. He knew he was going to sound crazy, and they’d kick him off the property, but at least he could say he did everything in his power to get them to safety.

      As he stepped through the door, something pushed it closed and it hit him in the face. He stepped back, holding his nose. The door was light, so he was more startled than hurt. He figured the wind must have picked up and pushed the door closed but when he tried to open it, it wouldn’t budge. Had someone from the house realized he was out here after all and locked him inside? He couldn’t be sure, but it seemed to be the logical explanation. He banged on the door with his fist, calling out to whoever might be there, but there was no response. Even when his hand hurt and he thought it might bleed, he kept banging and calling out. It was his only option seeing as there were no windows.

      He gave up calling for help. Either no one heard him, or no one cared. His last option was to break it open. He felt around the wall trying to find the hammer he saw earlier. He found several of the screwdrivers and the saw. After a minute, his fingers wrapped around the wood handle of the hammer. He lifted it from its home and turned back to the door, bringing up the hammer, ready to strike.

      Fingers wrapped around his ankle, distracting him. He looked down but saw nothing and a jolt of terror shot through him. The hand yanked him and he fell face-first onto the wood floor, feeling it crack under him. His glasses absorbed most of the impact and shattered, a chunk of glass catching him in the eye. He screamed and tried to crawl toward the door, the hammer still in hand. But he felt the hand, still wrapped around his leg, tugging him backward with every inch he moved forward. “Help! Somebody, please help!”

      He turned himself around, onto his back, and pulled himself to a sitting position. He swung wildly with the hammer, hoping to hit something. But there was nothing to hit. The hammer connected with the air and nothing more.

      Another yank sent him onto his back again, and the thing pulled him toward the back of the shed again. He lifted his head, trying to get a glimpse of what was about to kill him. But all he could see in the shadows was a pair of glowing green eyes.
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      “Things haven’t been right with us for a long time,” Tanya said, not taking her eyes off the road. The comment had come out of the blue. No prompting, not even a single mention of Shane since they’d hit the road a good fifteen or twenty minutes ago. It was obvious Tanya had some pent-up feelings she needed to unload. “Shane and me, I mean.”

      And there it was. He was going to spend the next who-knew-how-long playing marriage counsellor, which didn’t bother him too much. He’d done it before with various friends over the years. People went to the guy who’d never been in a long-term relationship for marital advice. When this happened, Andy never knew what to say, so he would sit there and let his mind wander for several minutes until their mouths stopped moving. Even then, he would either respond with his old standard, “I’m sorry to hear that,” or nothing at all.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “That’s why Emma and I came here. Shane said it would be a last-ditch effort to save our marriage. He told me—promised—we would have lots of time to spend together and we could just get away for a while and work on our marriage. Hasn’t quite worked out that way though, has it?”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      “He’s not the man I married.”

      Andy noticed a tear rolling down her freckled cheek.

      She used the heel of her palm to wipe it away. “To be honest, I don’t if ever was. I’m thinking it was infatuation, not love. You know what I mean?”

      “I really don’t.”

      “You’ve never thought you were in love with someone to find out it was just lust, or something else?”

      “No. I’ve never thought I was in love.”

      “How can you go your life without being in love?”

      “Why is being in love such a necessary component to life?”

      “You know, Shane thinks you’re in love with Simone.”

      “Shane doesn’t know what the hell he’s talking about. Simone and I have never been alone together until the other day. I know as much about her as I do about you.”

      Tanya nodded. “I kind of figured that. Shane talks out of his ass most of the time.”

      “He does, doesn’t he?” She didn’t answer and Andy let the words hang in the air a moment before speaking again. “So, what are you going to do?”

      “Leave him.”

      There was no hesitation, not even a pause for reflection.

      He didn’t comment one way or the other on whether she should leave Shane. It was her decision and not for him to condone or condemn. He stayed silent and waited to see if there was anything else she wanted to get off her chest.

      “I’m going to wait until we get home before I tell him,” she said. “I don’t want to cause a scene in front of all you guys. You’re the only one I’ve told.”

      Andy didn’t know whether he should feel special that she would trust no one but him with this information or if she’d told him because he was the person whose opinion mattered to her the least, so even if he tried to talk her out of it, it wouldn’t work. Either way, he wasn’t sure what to do with the information now that he had it. If there was anything he should do at all.

      “Are you going to say anything?” Tanya took her eyes off the road long enough to look at him, as if she wanted to make sure he knew she was speaking to him and not someone else.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “Anything. I feel like I’m talking to myself here.”

      “There’s not much to say. If you want to leave Shane, do it. If you don’t, don’t.”

      “Do you think I’m doing the right thing?”

      “I can’t answer that. I don’t even know you. Not really. I don’t know what your marriage is like, what happens behind closed doors. So, if you think it’s the right thing to do, then it probably is.”

      “He won’t be happy about it.”

      “There’s nothing you can do about that. Sometimes, you have to do what’s right for you and Emma.”

      “I know, but it’s hard. Shane and I have been together a long time.”

      “You guys got married before I even met him.”

      “What do you think of him?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You guys have been in a band together for years. You, Kurt, and Simone know him better than anyone outside his family. So, what do you think of him?”

      Andy didn’t want to answer the question. He felt like she was trapping him into answering her previous question about whether she should end her marriage. As if she would decide based on his opinion. “If I could quit the band, I would,” he told her, as if that should give her all the information she needed.

      She nodded, telling him it did. “Why don’t you?”

      “Because I don’t have that luxury. The others have day jobs they can fall back on. I don’t. Music is what I do. I play in three different bands right now to make sure I’m gigging every weekend. Even then, I’m barely making ends meet. Shane has the studio, Simone has her music school, and Kurt has his construction job. I have nothing. Just music.”

      “Couldn’t you get a job?”

      “And do what? Music is all I know. I’ve never wanted to do anything else. I doubt I could do anything else.”

      Tanya seemed disappointed in his answer, but Andy didn’t know why she would even care.

      Andy wasn’t sure how long they’d been driving but he marvelled at how little there was to see this far north. Living in the city, he was used to tall buildings, traffic jams, crowds on the sidewalks circumventing each other as if they were in an obstacle course. Here he saw trees, rocks, and not much else. He couldn’t even remember seeing another vehicle on the road since they’d started driving.

      A road sign they passed told him it was almost two-hundred kilometers to the next town. From what they’d seen so far of Northern Ontario, he knew that meant there would be nothing between it and them. He didn’t mind. It was an enjoyable break from the honking horns, traffic jams, people giving the finger, and being cut off at just about every intersection.

      “It’s going to snow soon,” Tanya said. “Look at those clouds.”

      “Well, I hope it holds off until we’re home. I do not want to shovel that driveway.”

      She laughed. It may have been the first time he’d heard her laugh since they’d first met.

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t have to shovel it by hand. Dempsey must have had a plow or something. Or he hired someone else to do it. Either way, I wouldn’t be too worried. We’ll figure it out.”

      She kept driving, Andy not knowing how far she intended to go.

      “Do you think we should turn around and head back?”

      “Nope.”

      “Fair enough.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma was weird. She seemed normal to Becky at first. As normal as a ten-year-old could be, at least. But it didn’t take long before she started talking about her imaginary friend as if he were real. Wasn’t ten too old to still have an imaginary friend? Even at seven, Becky had outgrown hers.

      She wished her mother had never brought her to the house. She wanted to go home but she would never tell her mom that. Being here seemed important to her and Becky supposed she could tolerate Emma’s strange behavior for a little while, until her mother was ready to leave.

      Becky saw the man go into the shed. She didn’t know who he was and thought he might be a burglar. But burglars wore masks, didn’t they? The man didn’t. He looked like a regular old man. Then she heard the scream.

      “We should tell someone,” she said.

      But Emma shook her head. “We can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “The unicorn man said not to.”

      Even if it was normal for someone Emma’s age to have an imaginary friend, a unicorn man seemed like a strange choice. Yesterday, their second day in the house, was the first time Emma had mentioned him. The older girl had said something about seeing him in a dream the first night. It sounded like a nightmare, based on the description of the man, but Emma said he wasn’t scary at all. She used the word nice. Based on the older girl’s dream, her friend had the body of a man and the head of a unicorn and claws where its hands and feet should have been.

      “Why doesn’t the unicorn man want us to tell someone?” She felt silly talking about the imaginary being as if he were real, but she wasn’t sure how Emma would react if Becky let on she didn’t believe her, so she played along with it.

      “I don’t know. He just said not to.”

      “Maybe he’s hurt.”

      “He’s not hurt. Not anymore.”

      “You’re weird.”

      “Nuh-uh.”

      “Uh-huh.” Becky stuck her tongue out.

      “Stop acting like a kid.”

      “I am a kid.” Becky thought it was hypocritical for someone who believed her imaginary friend was real to accuse someone else of being childish.

      Becky knew she would have to tell her mom, but it would have to be later when Emma wasn’t around. Though she would never admit it, the older girl scared her a bit. She’d never threatened her or been mean to her. It was the strange behavior that frightened her.

      “Want to watch a movie?” Emma asked.

      Becky considered it. Some of the movies in the living room looked good, even though they were all older than her. She also knew it might help take her mind off her current predicament. Maybe she’d forget all about the man in the shed and the unicorn man. “Okay,” she said and followed the older girl out of the room.

      Simone was on the couch reading a book. She looked up as the two walked into the room. “What are you two up to?” she asked.

      “We’re going to watch a movie,” Emma told her.

      “Well, don’t let me stop you.”

      Becky stayed back, letting Emma root through the DVD collection, not caring what they watched.

      “How about this one?” Emma held up a movie.

      Becky didn’t even bother to notice which one.

      “Fine.”

      Emma got everything set up. When the movie came on, Becky watched her friend rather than the film. She didn’t know how Emma could sit there and enjoy herself, knowing about the guy in the shed. She felt they should at least see if he was okay. But the older girl seemed to have forgotten all about him. Either that, or she didn’t care. Both options made her uneasy about being in Emma’s presence.

      “Becky? Are you okay? You seem anxious.”

      She looked to Emma, who gave her a threatening look, then back to Simone and nodded, but she didn’t think it was convincing.

      But all Simone said was, “Okay, if you’re sure,” and went back to her book.

      Becky was both relieved and disappointed. Relieved because she hoped Emma wouldn’t be angry with her for almost spilling the beans about their secret, but disappointed because she hoped Simone would catch on and realize something was wrong, but she couldn’t say anything with her friend in the room.

      Snitches get stitches, as the saying went. Before he went to heaven, Becky’s dad sometimes changed it to snitches end up in ditches. Either way, it didn’t end well for snitches.

      The movie Emma had selected was The Little Mermaid. It was one Becky had seen many times before at home. It was one of her favorites, but she wasn’t able to focus on it. Her attention was on Becky. She watched as the older girl stared at the TV screen, a smile on her face as if she hadn’t a care in the world.

      “Do you girls want a snack?” Simone asked and they both shook their heads.

      Simone stood, placing her book on the couch, next to where she sat. She took her empty mug from the end table and walked into the kitchen.

      “If you say anything about the unicorn man, you’ll regret it.”

      Becky turned to Emma, who stared at her with malicious intent.

      “Or the man in the shed,” she added.

      Becky didn’t know how she would regret it, but she was sure she didn’t want to find out.

      By the time Simone had come back with a fresh cup of tea, Emma’s face had returned to one belonging to the amiable girl she had met just a few days ago. It was as if she’d imagined the threat, even though she knew she hadn’t.

      She looked back at Simone, trying to give her a secret look, pleading with her to realize something was amiss, but she didn’t look up from her book. Was there some way to get the woman’s attention without Emma noticing? She didn’t think so. She would have to do it some other time. Meanwhile, she would have to go on pretending as though everything was normal so the older girl didn’t clue in that Becky was planning on talking to someone about her situation. She knew if Emma found out, things would go bad for her.
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