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ARRIVAL


	 


	“Are we there yet?” Jen asked while pushing her long hair back over her shoulder. Sitting in the back seat, Jen stared at the countless number of trees that lined the side of the road, but eventually they became one steady blur of green. Tristan pushed the cruise control button over and over, but the car would not maintain a consistent speed. Wes sat in the front seat next to Tristan. Tristan continued to fiddle with the cruise control.


	“What’s a matter, Tristan?” Wes asked. “You keep messing with that.”


	“I can’t get the cruise control to work. My leg is killing me. I’m tired of stepping on this pedal,” Tristan answered.


	“Did you push the right button?” Wes replied.


	“Yes, I pushed the right button. Everything in this car is falling apart. If it isn’t one thing, it’s another. We’ll be lucky to make it without the AC stopping or the engine blowing—”


	“Hey, don’t jinx us,” Jen said and rubbed her head.


	Tristan’s blue eyes glared at the rearview mirror.


	Jen leaned against the door, but she quickly sat upright. “Tristan,” Jen shouted and pointed.


	The car swerved when Tristan looked back at the sharp turn in front of them. Jen screamed while everyone else braced themselves.


	“Oops,” Tristan said.


	“We’ve been driving for a while now, and I can’t remember the last time I saw another car. If we go over a cliff, no one will know.”


	“Ha, how far do you think we’d fall, Jen?” Todd practically screamed into her ear.


	“We’re not going over a cliff, Todd,” Tristan replied.


	Looking over the front seat, Jen’s gaze turned to the road. “What if the engine blows? Who’s going to tow us from up here if the engine blows? Quick. Find wood, someone. Knock on wood.”


	Todd tapped on Jen’s head with his knuckles.


	Jen slapped his fist away. “Ha, ha.”


	“The engine’s not going to blow,” Wes said.


	 Tristan took another sharp turn and pulled off the main road. They pulled up on a slanted gravel driveway in front of a single, small house hidden in between miles of trees and wilderness. Tristan shifted the car into park and turned off the ignition. She pulled up the emergency brake and blew out a long breath. A sudden silence fell over the car. Jen peered back over the seat and stared at the house. Wes threw off his seat belt, broke her concentration, and was the first one to hop out. He leaned against the front passenger side bumper and rubbed his neck. Todd thrust open his door, but he took his time getting out of the car. He stretched out his arms and legs before Jen cleared her throat and he helped her out of the back seat. Todd brushed his long black locks away from his face and let out a yawn as he gave her a tug and pulled her out of the car. Nearly tripping over her own feet as she got out, Jen quickly steadied her stance.


	Tristan was the last one out of the car, but she was the first one to break the silence after she shut the driver’s side door. “We’re here,” she said.


	Wes followed and shut the front passenger’s side door. Todd slammed the back door last. Tristan pushed a button on her remote keychain a couple of times until the car locks clicked confirming the doors were closed.


	 “Worried someone is going to break in?” Jen asked.


	 “Yeah, I doubt there is another soul up here for miles,” Todd said. “A living one anyway.”


	The four companions walked up a long, narrow gravel road to the house.


	Jen pulled an energy drink from her bag and cracked it open. “It’s about time we got here. I was really beginning to feel claustrophobic. So much for getting any exercise today.” Jen gulped down half of the eight ounce can. Glancing at the nutrition label, she continued, “Guess I’ll start my diet tomorrow too. The sugar in this is unreal.”


	“If you asked: ‘Are we there yet?’ one more time, I was going to—” Todd grabbed the can from her.


	Folding her arms, Jen pursed her lips at him.


	“Dump all of these out,” he said overdramatically. “And make sure you’d have no energy at all just so I could survive sitting next to you.” He took a swig before handing the can back to Jen.


	She took another sip. “Oh, please.” When nothing came out, she turned the can over. A drop fell from it. “Really, Todd?”


	“Seriously, we need to save something for the crammed ride back,” Todd replied. “The drive up here was so long I almost fell asleep.”


	“Oh, come on, guys,” said Wes. “The ride wasn’t that bad.”


	“Yeah, okay.” Jen rolled her eyes. “My last family vacation across the country was a shorter road trip than this. Besides, how far back was the last road sign?” The gravel crunched under their feet with every footstep.


	“It was long enough for you to ask ‘Are we there yet?’ about a hundred times. Besides, how far back was the last actual road?” Todd mocked while pushing back another curly lock of hair.


	Tristan said, “Hey, now, it’s been awhile since I’ve made the trip up here. I forgot how far out this house was. My dad would come up every year or so, but he usually came alone. It’s been so long since I’ve made the trip, though. On the other hand, my dad was here not too long ago—right before he died.”


	“I miss Mr. Taran,” Jen said, “He was cool.”


	“I know. Me too, but I figured we’d be safe if any spooky monsters appeared since Todd was here and all.” Tristan smirked.


	Todd flexed the little muscles he had and grinned at Jen. “I’ll keep you safe, baby.”


	“You got that right.” Tristan laughed. “I’d push you into the monster first, so the rest of us could run to safety.”


	“I wouldn’t come up here alone,” Jen agreed. “I’ve already got a bad case of the heebie geebies.”


	“Oh, you’ll get used to Todd,” Tristan replied.


	Turning to Tristan, Jen patted her on the back. “Just as long as you get us back home when it’s all said and done. I got lost after the first right about one hundred miles back,” Jen said while pointing in both directions and looking confusingly from side to side, “or was it a left?”


	“I usually have a real good sense of direction. This mountain, though, is the biggest maze I have ever seen,” said Wes.


	“Oh, please, guys!” Tristan shook her head.


	“You know, I prefer the one hundred mile interstate stretch. At least there are signs pointing you,” Jen paused and said, “well, in some kind of direction.”


	“Toward actual roads,” Todd quipped.


	Digging his heel into the gravel, Wes made a small hole in the dirt. “My thoughts exactly. I’d rather be on the interstate any day.”


	“Not everyone prefers the interstate, Jen. You won’t see a view like this on the interstate.” Todd held up his hands toward the view around him. They were surrounded by trees and mountains except for one empty lot of overgrown weeds.


	Jen looked at the lot. “I wonder why the trees aren’t growing there,” Jen said.


	Tristan frowned.


	“Trees are everywhere else. Did your dad need firewood or something, Tristan?” Jen asked.


	Tristan shrugged. Pulling open the iron gate, Tristan stood in the doorway. Using the smaller of the two keys on her key ring, Tristan unlocked the door. It squeaked open.


	“Wow,” said Jen, “when my folks died, all we were left with were bills.” She cracked open another energy drink and took a sip.


	“The glass is always half empty to you, huh?” Todd swept his fingers through his black hair.


	“Oh, no, it’s half full. See?” Jen held up her drink and slightly shook it.


	Todd grabbed the can back from her and pulled off the tab. “Can you say anything positive?”


	“I’m positive you will never have a girlfriend.” Jen turned to Tristan. “Unbelievable,” she nearly yelled, “Wow, Tristan, your very own house! I’m so jealous. I can’t believe your dad left you this!”


	Todd and Jen walked with caution behind Tristan and Wes. Looking back, Tristan half smiled. Todd dropped the tab from the can near the gate then paused to pick it up. Jen let Todd pass her before she entered the house. The front door shut behind them. Furniture draped with old sheets and layers of dust on everything made for a depressing entry. A ray of light peeked in through the curtains. Several spider webs surrounded the broken clock that read 6:13.


	“I wouldn’t be that jealous.” Tristan sighed. “Besides, the lawyer said I needed to find the house deed before it’s technically mine anyway.”


	Todd sneezed.


	Jen glanced in Todd’s direction. “Bless you.”


	Todd rubbed his nose. “Allergies.”


	“I hope your asthma doesn’t start acting up, Todd.”


	“Nah, I’m good, Jen.”


	Todd took a clear, deep breath. He pounded a couple of times on his chest. “See? You always worry.”


	Grimacing, Jen slightly stuck her tongue out at Todd.


	Tristan dropped her bag and keys on an old coffee table. Dust scattered into the stuffy, muggy air. Todd coughed and sniffled a bit.


	Before Jen could say anything, Todd said, “I’m fine.” He looked at Tristan. “Dad doesn’t dust much, does he?”


	“Guess not. Let’s have a look.” Tristan searched through some shelves on the wall and large drawers on the end tables. “The faster we find this deed, the faster we can get out of here.”


	Todd crunched the can and set it on the table. He removed a tissue from a nearby old box. A black widow fell from the bottom of the tissue. Its long legs clung to the top of the tissue box. Todd dropped the tissue and slapped the box. The bug fell onto the end table as the box flew into Jen.


	Jen screamed and jumped on the sofa. Todd laughed while the bug scurried away. “Oh, I hate bugs. Bugs, insects, worms, snakes, mice, any creepy ugly thing makes my skin crawl.” Goose bumps raised on Jen’s arms. ”Eww!”


	“If that’s really the case, then what are you doing with that guy?” Wes pointed to Todd.


	Todd held his head high.


	“As long as a mouse doesn’t run up from under—well, anything, I think I’ll be okay—maybe,” said Jen.


	Jumping back, Todd pointed to the floor and quickly said, “Ahh, like that.”


	Jen jumped to the other side of the sofa. “Ahh! What? What? Where? What is it?”


	Todd laughed, and Wes smirked.


	With no mouse or bug in sight, Jen yelled, “That’s not funny.” Glancing over at Wes, Jen said, “Don’t smirk. It encourages him.”


	Wes frowned.


	Tristan stared at them. “How old are we?”


	“Not old enough to be cool with mice,” Jen proudly answered.


	“There are mice in the city. What makes you think they’re not in here?” Wes asked.


	Jen looked to the left, to the right, and then at Wes. “Well, for one, this place looks so vacant—so vacant—it’s almost scary. I can’t imagine anything taking up residence here. Even the mice should be spooked. No offense, Tristan.”


	“None taken.” Tristan walked by the fireplace and looked through some papers on the mantel. She sighed loudly and threw the papers on the coffee table.


	“Maybe we should get some mouse traps,” Jen said. “It’ll make the stay a little more bearable.”


	“Yeah, we’ll just make a stop around the corner,” Todd sarcastically replied.


	“Oh, right.” Blushing, Jen avoided any eye contact.


	“Well, if I felt like I was going to be afraid of something, I’d be more afraid of our location than a mouse,” said Wes.


	“Could you even find your way out of here to get to a store to buy a mouse trap?”


	“Yeah, Wes, but we were safe in the car. There were no mice in there.”


	“And we’re safe in the house, Jen.”


	“Whoa, what’s that smell?” She pulled a bottle of body spray out of her bag.


	“Step back, Todd.” Positioning her body spray so it would point away from Todd, Jen gave herself and the air around her a few good squirts.


	Folding her arms, Tristan sniffed the air. “I don’t smell anything.”


	Although Todd moved away from Jen, he sneezed anyway.


	“Bless you.”


	“Thanks, Wes.”


	“Todd, maybe you would feel better to wait outside away from all the dust,” Jen said.


	“Pollen’s no better, and that sofa isn’t safer. Get down here.”


	“No, Todd.”


	Todd sneezed again, but waved his hand to signal he was okay. “Of course, it might smell better out there. Stay up there then. Maybe you just forgot to take a shower?” he said to Jen in between sniffles.


	 “Yeah, right. All it takes is three hours of being stuffed in a car for your B.O. to smell like death,” Jen replied.


	 “You two are something else. But you’re right, Jen.”


	 “I know I am, Wes. Todd stinks. That smell can only be coming from him.”


	 Todd turned his head and gave each of his underarms a good sniff. He nodded in approval.


	“You’re gross,” Jen replied.


	“It doesn’t matter where we are. This house is just like any other house, right? Mice and all. So, there’s really nothing to worry about. Not the house and definitely not the little rodents,” Wes argued.


	“Like that mouse?” Todd asked and looked at the floor.


	Jen screamed. “Mouse!” She jumped again to the other side of the sofa. “Where? Oh, I can’t even stand the thought of them.”


	Wes said, “There’s nothing to be paranoid about!”


	“I suppose,” Jen said, staring at Wes. “Well, after thinking about it, I can’t imagine mice would stay away from this house now since Todd is the biggest cheese.” A tassel brushed against her leg. Clutching her bag, she jumped off the sofa and screamed again.


	Todd laughed. He tossed a pillow with tassels toward her. She, in turn, hurled the pillow back at him. Todd ducked as the pillow passed over him and hit the wall right under the clock.


	Jen pointed her finger at Todd. “You’re always one to play a practical joke, and it’s not funny by the way.”


	“You’re right,” Todd said. “It’s hilarious.”


	“Move out the way, Todd.” Jen shooed him away from the sofa. Dropping her bag to the floor, she removed the cover from the sofa causing more dust to scatter. “Why am I telling you to move? I ought to smother you with this.”


	While he took a few more steps away from the dust, Todd fought back another sneeze. Jen cleared off the scattered dust on the sofa cushion with her hand and sat down. She pulled her feet up from the floor and rested her feet against the coffee table. “It’s hot in here. Tell me there’s AC.”


	Once all the dust settled, Todd quickly joined her on the sofa. Tristan walked over to the AC controls. She fiddled with it, but no matter what button she pressed nothing happened. She punched the box.


	“Tell me there’s AC,” Jen repeated.


	“There’s AC,” Todd mocked.


	Tristan glanced back and forth from the AC to Todd and Jen. “Yeah, just give me a second to get situated.”


	Jen draped her hair over the back of the sofa. “Great, it’s not working! We’re all going to sweat to death.”


	“I didn’t say that. Just give me a minute to try and fix it.” Tristan hit the box again.


	“Well, a good start would be to stop punching it,” Todd said.


	“Ha.” Jen glared at Tristan. “It’s not working, is it? We’re all going to die from heat stroke.”


	Tristan put up her hands. “I don’t know.” She resumed scavenging for the deed. “If I was a deed, where would I be?”


	Todd blew a breeze across the side of Jen’s neck.


	Covering her nose, Jen replied, “Too many nacho cheese chips, Todd.”


	Rolling his eyes, Todd unzipped Tristan’s bag and took out four energy shots. Todd held his shot up to Jen, “To heat stroke!”


	Wes was looking at more papers with Tristan. Jen picked up a shot and toasted Todd. “Bottoms up.”


	Tristan looked back through the shelves and the drawers, but her gaze kept coming back to Todd and Jen.


	 “Well, we searched your house back home, and it was nowhere to be found,” Wes said. 


	Tristan scratched her head.


	“I know, Wes. If it’s not here, I don’t know where else to look.” Turning to Todd, Jen tapped her shot against his. “Cheers.”


	Todd stared straight through her. His gaze went blank for a second before he smiled. After a moment of silence, Jen repeated herself. “I said,‘Cheers.’” She held up her energy shot.


	Todd blinked and raised his energy shot. “You read my mind. Four thousand percent vitamin B12. Yum!” They downed the drinks. Todd leaned toward Jen. He fell behind her when she moved to pick up a remote control and tried to turn on the television set with it. Todd quickly sat back up and casually leaned against the cushion.


	“He’s a mess,” she said to Tristan.


	“Yeah, well, this house is a mess. I figure the only place left to look is here.” Staring at the energy supplements, Tristan said, “Although I doubt very seriously, we’ll find the deed in those tiny bottles.”


	“You never know. We might,” Todd said.


	“How?” Jen asked. “Those bottles are about as empty as your head, Todd.”


	Wes laughed. Pressing as hard as she could on the remote control buttons, Jen was unable to turn on the television set. “Well, this house can’t be too far removed from civilization with a television set, right?”


	“Right,” Wes said, “because if we came here for anything, it was to watch T.V. At least I think that's what that large box is.”


	Grabbing the remote from her, Todd pressed the power button. Despite his repeated attempts, it still didn’t work.


	Jen slapped both of her hands against the sofa cushion. “Please tell me you get cable up here.” Jen said the last few words in a higher pitch. She cleared her throat. “I’ll settle for basic television. Anything. Any kind of human contact, so I don’t feel like we’re in the middle of Mars.”


	“I’ll give you some human contact, baby.” Todd puckered up his lips.


	“Oh, please.”


	Todd hit the button a few more times before he gave up and threw the remote down. “Feeling the need for affection?” Grabbing the tab from his pocket, he leaned back over to Jen. ”Do you know what this is good for?” He nibbled on her ear. “I can cash it in for a kiss.”


	Jen pushed Todd away and grabbed the remote. She hit different buttons several times. “No, this can’t be happening,” Jen said.


	“Would you relax?” Todd opened another energy shot and thrust it into her hand. “I say as I hand her an ungodly amount of caffeine.” He wickedly laughed.


	Jen set the shot down, jumped up, and walked over to the television. She pushed the power button. It still didn’t work. “Who survives in such an abnormal environment? It doesn’t look like the television is even working.”


	“Hey, liberal arts major,” Todd asked, “is it plugged in?”


	Jen looked behind the television set. “Yes, did you ever make it through the eighth grade, Todd?”


	The clock mounted above the television set still read: 6:13. Jen pointed to it. “Is anything working? It’s been 6:13 the whole time we’ve been here.” Jen stormed back over to the sofa and downed the shot.


	“If you get it working, the only thing you can watch is DVDs anyway,” Tristan said while pointing to the DVD player.


	Todd pulled out more energy shots. “Who wants one?”


	“It’s an old clock.” Tristan walked over to the clock and wound it up. “Anyone got the time?”


	Wes checked his cell phone. “Three,” he said. Holding up his phone over his head, he said, “My phone says it has no service. I really need to change carriers.”


	Tristan set the clock to 3:00, and it started ticking. The minute hand changed to 3:01. She resumed looking through a few more drawers. “Where can it be?” Her white cheeks turned a slight rosy color.


	“Getting hot too, Tristan?” Jen asked.


	Sweat droplets lined Tristan’s hairline. “Huh? Oh, I’m okay.” Tristan shoved junk back into the drawers.


	“We need AC!” Jen said. Todd blew another breeze up Jen’s neck.


	Wes also searched through some of the drawers. “Well, between the four of us, I’m sure we’ll find it.”


	Pulling Jen close to him, Todd puckered up again, but Jen turned away.


	“Well, at least the mice are decorating for Halloween.” Jen pointed to the spider web that perfectly draped a rat hole in the wall. “Then again this house doesn’t need much decoration to look haunted.” She looked at Todd. “With creepy crawlies like you all over the place.” The pitch in Jen’s voice rose again. “Tristan, we need to find this deed and go.”


	“What’s the hurry?” Todd asked, “Are we going to drive a couple of hours away to the next town to catch a movie?”


	“It’s three hours to the next grocery store. Four to the movies,” Jen said. “It may be better to wait until morning to drive. It’ll get dark soon, and it’ll be hard to see the road. There’s not even street light.”


	“I’m glad I don’t need a doctor.” Todd rubbed his chest. “It’d take five hours to find one of those.”
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