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			This book is dedicated to my wife, Alicia. 

			As of this publication, we’ve been together for twenty years. 

			In that time, she’s been the first reader for more than a dozen books, many of which will rightfully never be published. There’s little doubt in my mind that she suffered through some bad books, all the while encouraging, supporting, and helping me to get better. Without her, I wouldn’t have made it this far.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I never wanted to come here.

			Dad said it would be good for me. To get away from town, the concrete, to replace it with country and trees, tall grass and woods, to hear the owls always hoot, hooting out in the dark, telling each other secrets. But what secrets could owls have to tell? 

			I tried to like it. 

			No, really, I did. Mom is the same way, trying so hard to smile. I think a lot about what a smile is, especially when you don’t mean it. It’s a mask. Something that hides the truth. I know why she smiles all the time because that’s the best way to pretend that she doesn’t see. That she doesn’t see what Dad is.

			What he’s done.

			Peter loves it. He’s a boy, so of course he does. He never wants to come inside, and when he does, the mud is so thick on his boots that he has to leave them by the door. Dad thinks it’s funny, but Mom is tired of it. She says, “He’s too old for this kind of shit.” I think she’s right. 

			I feel like I’m too old for this place, but it makes me feel like a baby too. At night, the way it breathes, the way everything creaks and pops, like the house is alive. The house in town never did that. All you had was the sound of traffic and horns, sirens somewhere far off. I miss that. Here it’s all crickets and owls, like the woods are so full of bad things that all the animals can do is just scream at each other, like maybe if they’re all miserable together, it might help somehow. 

			I hate the woods the most. Full of dark. Limbs that reach for you. And, of course, secrets.

			I shouldn’t have painted that picture.

			I did it in the long hallway in front of the stairs. That place is almost at the center of the entire house, the place where every other hallway has to come together. I wanted it to be clear, easy to see, something we’d always notice when we walked to and from our rooms. A reminder of who we are, of what we could be.

			It was a simple thing. I stuck with stick figures, just to make sure I could make it work. I was pretty good at drawing by then, but something about it, the act of drawing on the walls, was so childish, something a four-year-old would do, not a third grader. It was, up to that point at least, the most impulsive thing I’d ever done. That makes me laugh now, looking back on it. Jesus, the stuff I’ve done since then.

			I used the leftover paints that I’d gotten the year before. Simple stuff, big bold, primary colors. It looked almost symbolic when I was done, which, in a way, was exactly what I was going for. It was like a logo of our family, a representation – anyone could tell exactly what it was.

			Like I said, I was only seven at the time, so I don’t think I was trying to be ironic. As childish as the drawing looked, it was genuine as well. I wanted to remember everyone, to remember all of us just that way. It was stupid, I knew that even then, but I hoped that maybe, just maybe, Mom would think it was cute. Like she used to.

			But she didn’t think it was cute. Honestly, I’ve never seen her so mad. She said I didn’t care about anything. Didn’t care about our house, the one she worked so hard to fix up. Said she should just forget it, that she should stop trying and just let us be hooligans, running around in our bare feet, tracking mud all over. It wasn’t funny. It’s never funny when she gets mad like that, but I caught Dad out of the corner of my eye. Dad stood back, sort of smiling, trying not to laugh. 

			He always finds something to laugh about, even when he’s at his worst. “It’s fine,” Dad said when she finally stopped yelling. “We’re putting the paper up soon, so what’s the harm?”

			“Don’t you do that,” Mom yelled, suddenly mad at him instead of me. Was that why he did it?

			I could hear them the rest of the afternoon, the fighting rising and falling in waves, crashing like waves on the beach. I miss the beach. I wonder if we’ll ever go on vacations like that again. I can still remember the nights, the windows open, the endless sound of the ocean all through the night.

			A week later, Dad did exactly what he said he would do, and he covered up the drawing with long, ugly sheets of wallpaper. Mom seemed to calm down after that, but nothing was the same. Nothing was right. 

			I should have seen it all coming. Everything changed. Forever. The family that was painted on the wall was covered up too. 

			Buried.

			I think, in hindsight, that was the point when things started to change. I was growing up after all, and you wouldn’t believe how much I blamed myself for what happened next. If I’d stayed that little girl, that sweet, safe little thing, would any of this ever have happened?

			Either way, Dad wasn’t right after that. Then again, I don’t think any of us were. 

			—Mary

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The house snuck up on her as things often did. They weren’t very far out of town, not by adult standards anyway, but for Alice, it felt like they had driven cross-country. She didn’t know what to expect. The truth was she never knew what to expect. Her teacher would undoubtedly say that, out of every child in her fifth-grade class, she was the most absentminded. For some, that was a negative thing, but for Alice, it meant she was usually surprised by whatever happened.

			“Head-in-the-clouds sort of girl,” Mrs. Carmichael told her parents at their twice-yearly conference. Alice had been sitting out in the hall, iPad in hand, earphones in her lap. The adults hadn’t thought she was listening. They never thought she was listening.

			“Friendly,” the teacher continued, “and smart as a whip, but would walk onto a train track if she was daydreaming.”

			Her parents, Frank and Debra, said nothing. After all, what could they say? They knew the facts far more than her teacher ever could. From what Alice could tell, they’d gone through the usual rounds that most parents with such a child went through. She could still remember the questions, the ones they whispered to each other when they thought she was in bed. 

			Was she going through a phase? Was there some medical reason, something as mild as attention deficit disorder or as serious as mini-seizures perhaps? Or was she, quite simply, a bit different, a phrase that most parents refuse to even consider? 

			The neighborhood that held their original home, the only home as far as Alice knew, might as well have been an ocean away, and so she stared out the window, dreaming, thinking of nothing and everything all at once, same as always. A song played on the radio, something from the Nineties, her parents’ time. She didn’t pay attention to the lyrics, but the music made a scene in her head, a vision of the house, the family, a sunny day without end.

			It won’t be like that.

			A voice in her head, one of many, some of them bright and lively, but not this one. This one sounded a bit like Eeyore. She ignored it. Despite this gray stretch of winter, she knew the sun would be out soon enough, and everything dead would be alive again.

			There was some discussion from the front seat as to whether or not this house was the house, the final house. It was clear to Alice, watching from a distance, that Debra, her mother, was far more cautious about the move. After all, their current house was a good house, a fine house, and things that were fine didn’t need to be replaced. There had been more talk in the months leading up to the ultimate decision, talk about budgets and long-term goals, but it was clear that her father’s mind was made up. All that remained was the tedious task of convincing everyone else.

			“You have to use your imagination,” her father, Frank, said from behind the steering wheel. 

			Debra, her mother, nodded, familiar with the line of argument. “I used my imagination last year with the camping trip. I seem to remember a cabin that was supposed to be quaint, romantic, and adventurous. I learned the limits of my imagination that weekend.”

			Frank laughed, a goofy sound, boyish despite the fact that he was nearly forty. “I stand by that decision,” he said, grinning.

			“You would,” Debra said. “You didn’t find the spider in the shower.”

			“How big was it again?”

			“Bigger than my fist.”

			“Strange such a monster got away and you were the only one who saw it.…”

			Alice, drawn away from daydreaming, watched them banter back and forth. It was different now that the choice had been made and the papers had been signed. Before, there was an edge to them both, a strained, painful sharpness to the conversations. It had seemed to Alice that both of them wielded their true feelings about moving as if they were knives without handles, something that wasn’t safe to hand off to another person without that person getting cut. The simple fact that they cared about not hurting each other seemed to stand for something. Even so, there was no denying the past few months had been bad.

			Frank had lost his job as a training manager at a local factory the previous year, and his new one, a commissioned sales job, wasn’t nearly as well paying. Debra, already a higher earner than him, was now the official breadwinner. But through some strange magic, Frank had convinced her to go along with this new house. 

			“It’s a steal.”

			Everyone in the family heard that phrase so many times over the past few months that it was practically tattooed on the insides of their eyelids. Alice and her older brother, Dean, watched the whole thing from afar, occasionally objecting, but never really feeling the need to push too hard. Dean was, after all, a sophomore in high school, and at the apex of teenage self-centeredness. He was fifteen, and mere months away from driving, so he had more pressing things on his mind than getting involved in family affairs. It seemed like just another one of their father’s schemes, up there with becoming a real estate agent and starting his own restaurant. Most of these flights of fancy would pass on their own, but this one – this house – seemed to hang in there longer. It was his first real scheme after losing his job, after the family “took a hit” as he liked to say. But the rest of them had less patience for schemes now, less room for them too. They were toeing a thinner line than ever before, and you could see it, their mounting anxiety hiding in plain sight, peering through the cracks of the family armor.

			Dean and Alice had, on rare occasions, confided in each other that they were certain divorce was the final spot on the treasure map that was their parents’ marriage. But now, after their father somehow persuaded their mother to go along on the new house, everything had changed.

			Don’t you wonder what it is? a whisper inside her asked. There were lots of voices inside her, and for years, Alice was convinced that there were lots of voices inside of everyone. Loud and quiet voices. Mean and sweet voices. And most of all, scared voices, little voices that were so soft they were barely voices at all. 

			Yes. She did wonder what it was that had swayed her mother and ultimately made her parents’ marriage suddenly pull itself out of the dive it had been in for the past year or so. Now, they would laugh together. Flirt. Dance to whatever happened to be playing. And so it was now, a feathery back-and-forth between them that was as saccharine as a romantic comedy. Alice realized, the week of Thanksgiving of all times, that her mother was now part of her father’s game. Her no-nonsense, practical mother was complicit. And with that fact out of the way, Debra was wrapped up in the fun of it all. Their marriage, unquestionably old and tired at this point, had something new, a little spice thrown into the recipe. Eventually, the arguments drifted off. The fights diminished. And everyone had a single goal to focus on for the near future.

			The house.

			They had, by all accounts, no business moving, but Frank, in his never-ending search for a project, a deal…

			…a purpose?

			…had come across the place while searching around online. He couldn’t get enough of the house-flipping shows, and Alice could see the twinkle in his eye when he first started talking about the place. There was little doubt in her mind that he could imagine himself as one of those young, strapping hosts, barreling in with a sledgehammer to carve out the diamond hiding in the mess of an old, forgotten house.

			Her parents were still bantering in the front seat, but Alice had seen enough flirting; she glanced back out the window. The sky, gray blue, melted into the winter trees, whose bark was a deeper gray. They passed by them too quickly, and the trees blurred, becoming something liquid, a mealy, gravel-colored slime that dripped from the sky, taking hold in the brown-and-yellow earth. 

			There are monsters here.

			Another voice, darker, not nearly as easy to ignore as the gloomy one. This was the nighttime voice, the one that rarely snuck out when the sun was still out. The neighborhood wouldn’t allow for monsters. There were patches of darkness, places where foul things might hide, but not nearly enough to sustain a grim ecosystem. Monsters loved the woods, places the streetlights never touched, where the only light was that of a sagging moon on nights when even the clouds were afraid to show themselves. If any monsters made it into the neighborhood, they would find themselves stuck, abandoned, struck dead by the sunlight. All you had to do was stay on the lit path; any ten-year-old knew that. 

			But out there, in the gray, passing landscape, it was different. This wasn’t her place. It wasn’t just her home she was leaving behind, but it was also everything that her home meant. Safety. The expected. The known. Out there, in the leafless gray woods, anything could happen. 

			No, Alice didn’t know what to expect at all. But when she saw the house, she knew it was theirs. As they pulled up the long, gravel driveway, under a roof of old oak trees, the house came into view in its entirety. She wasn’t sure if she gasped, but it felt like she did. It didn’t so much as sit on the wooded lot as loom, a lovely, strange thing. It looked to her like a giant doll’s house, something that was once pristine but had been left out in the garden for years, forgotten, then discovered once again. But the strangest thing of all was that, despite the dirt and grime, it hadn’t lost its odd beauty.

			“Here we are,” Frank said in a jovial tone.

			Debra sighed, a motion that started from the roots of her hair all the way down to her toes, the car’s light atmosphere dampening slightly. From where Alice sat, she could tell that her father was pretending not to notice. She’d seen her mother’s own excitement, stirred up by her father over the past weeks, but there was something different now, some greater finality to the moment. The excitement still existed, surely, but it was hidden behind the long hours of work that it would surely take to bring the house to life.

			“Where’s the front door?” Alice asked. 

			Frank laughed. “It’s an odd duck of a house,” he replied. “It was built before the main road was. Back then, there was a little dirt road that went down the side here. So, from the road at least, the house is sideways. The front door is over there.” He pointed toward the side of the house.

			“Weird…” Alice said, following his finger.

			“It’s got personality,” Frank said, stepping out. “You won’t find anything like that in all these cookie-cutter neighborhoods where every third house looks the exact same and you can piss out your window and hit your neighbor—”

			“Frank,” Debra said quietly. “We get it, honey.”

			Debra stepped out of the car and stared up at the house, taking in the abandoned enormity of it.

			“What the hell were we thinking?” she said to herself.

			Alice stood half in, half out of the car and just kept staring. She had never seen anything like it in her life. Their current home was one in a line of very similar homes in a neighborhood just a few miles away from her school. It was, as her father described it, an assembly-line house. Nothing unique, nothing different, and thus, nothing special. It wasn’t until he came around to the possibility of moving that he began to talk that way about their home, and the idea that anything could be wrong with the house she grew up in seemed somehow sacrilegious to Alice. The thought had simply never occurred to her that her room, her own little slice of the world, might not be perfect. 

			She missed most of her parents’ conversation as she stepped out of the car, lost in her own thoughts. The house wasn’t just big; it was also absolutely massive, swallowing their house at least twice, maybe more. That alone was enough to catch her eye, but it was just the beginning. The shape of it was so subtly wrong that she couldn’t quite wrap her head around why it was. A wide, bloated bay window marked the side of the house in the center, and beside it, a tiny porch made up of nothing more than a few brick steps and a concrete landing. The mere size of the house seemed to hint at something more resplendent, like a Gothic, Southern mansion. But this porch…it was pure utilitarianism.

			Gone was the familiar warmth of red brick, replaced by layers of wooden siding, the off-white paint peeling in sheets. The roof was a mess of odd angles, a peak in the center followed by a precipitous drop on one side and a gentle slope on the other. There were no answers to the design or look of it, at least not to a ten-year-old, but the overall feel of the place was unmistakable. A gigantic weeping willow, whose trunk was dangerously close to the edge of the house, leaned over the roof, threatening to eat the entire thing. The wisps of leafless branches reached down from the highest point brushing across the front of the bay window. Just looking at it, admiring it, Alice was filled with a sense of bubbling anticipation mingled with dark revulsion. It felt like stumbling across a dead body, something deeply wrong yet impossible to look away from. In a few short moments, Alice was smitten. 

			“It’s something, isn’t it?” Frank said, appearing beside her. He leaned in close, whispering into the cup of her ear so that Debra, who stood twenty feet away, inspecting the siding, couldn’t hear.

			“Almost couldn’t get her out here,” he said, a conspiratorial tone in his voice. “I knew it was a long shot. Mom and Dean, they were the hard sells, but you…” He clapped a hand on her shoulder. “I knew you’d like it.”

			Alice couldn’t keep the smile off her face if she tried.

			“Come on,” he said. “Let’s take the tour.”

			The three of them made their way around, finding a long, wooden porch that stretched the width of the house. Alice took a few steps back to take it all in from a distance, and sure enough, she was looking at what would normally be the front of a house. From here, it was more symmetrical but no less odd.

			“Now,” Frank said as he held open the front door for them, “there are so many interesting little things about this place.”

			Alice walked in, staring at the cavernous hallways, the ceilings that seemed too tall, the blank walls and peeling paint. For the first time in her life, she thought about what their house meant to her, searched for the words that most perfectly captured the place where she’d spent the entirety of her childhood.

			Comfortable. Safe. Bland.

			But this house was so different, the change so drastic, that she struggled to make sense of it. The words that came to mind as she stared at the foyer were a far cry from what she was used to.

			Dark. Cold. And most of all, mysterious.

			“It might not look like much, but all the foundation is solid. No bugs, mice, anything like that. And this is an old-school building, so everything is solid.…”

			“You already said that,” Alice whispered.

			“Well, I’ll say it again!” he said with a grin. “Seriously, though, all we need is paint, a little bit of refinishing on some of the hardwood. I mean, look at these floors.”

			He stomped up and down, apparently meaning to signify…something.

			“Yep,” Debra said, giving her daughter a side-eye. “They’re floors all right.”

			“Okay, you need a little more to impress you, I can see that. Just let me give you the tour, and trust me, you’ll be in love.”

			Frank led them through like a genuine realtor, showing off the finer points wherever he could find them and seemingly making shit up whenever he couldn’t.

			“This here,” he said, tapping the doorframe, “that’s oak. Can’t beat oak.”

			“How in the hell do you know that?” Debra asked.

			“Honey, I have a life outside our family.”

			Alice laughed at the show of it all, but she had to admit, the place was something to see. Nothing quite seemed to fit where you thought it should, but that only added to Alice’s desire to delve deeper into the dollhouse. She drifted off from her parents, away from the guided tour to explore on her own. In the center of the house was a tangle of hallways wrapped around a staircase. Alice took the hall opposite the stairs and ventured deeper into the far side of the house. She stopped at the first room she came to, a bedroom from the look of it, and peered inside. It was small and cozy, the only room she’d seen with carpet up to this point, but it was somehow darker than it should have been. It wasn’t the paint or the cramped confines but something in the gray light that shined through the windows. She stepped across the room and looked through the smudged windows, squinting. A sudden face appeared, and she screamed.

			“Calm down,” her dad said from the other side of the window. “I told you this place was amazing.” He slid open the window. 

			“Dad, you scared the crap out of me.”

			“Well…sorry,” he said, leaning against the window frame. “Check it out though.” He gestured behind him. “This used to be the back porch, and they turned it into a utility room. The washer and dryer are in here.”

			“How is that a good thing?”

			He stared at her, incredulous. “You have windows that open into another room.…” He said it as if there could be no question as to why that was a positive thing. “I’m thinking this could be your room. If Dean won’t get his ass here, he doesn’t get to pick.”

			Alice’s older brother hadn’t been up there yet, and she could only consider it a bit of a protest against the move.

			“Maybe I don’t want windows that go into another room.”

			“What?” he said, laughing. “It’s like a clubhouse or something. You kidding me? I’d have killed for something like this when I was a kid.”

			“It’s kind of just…I don’t know. Creepy.”

			“Creepy is good,” he said, leaning in. 

			From somewhere behind him, Debra asked, “Are you coming?”

			“Go on up, I’ll be there in a second.”

			Frank waited a moment for her to leave, and then he leaned farther in. “Look at this place,” he said, a childish excitement in his voice. “It’s a small room, but just picture what you can do with it. Think about the wall colors, what kind of things we can hang on the walls, where your furniture can go. Come here.”

			Alice walked close enough for Frank to rest a hand on her shoulder.

			“This is yours,” he said earnestly. “Make it whatever you want it to be, baby.”

			With that, he was gone again.

			Alice continued exploring as her parents’ voices seemingly rang from all directions, echoing across the hardwood floors and high ceilings. The hallway through the downstairs was circuitous, doubling back on itself in a series of small bedrooms and bathrooms. Even without electricity, she could see the tall, three-sided mirror in one of the half bathrooms that turned her into endless reflections, stretching in either direction. 

			“That’s the beauty of it,” Frank’s voice filtered in from the hallway. “The entire house doesn’t face the road at all. There was an older dirt road from years ago that it used to face. That’s why it looks so weird when you pull up.”

			“You just said that like five minutes ago,” Debra said. “And what’s the beauty in having a house turned the wrong way?”

			“It’s unique.”

			Alice met them back in the hall at the foot of a narrow set of wooden stairs. Above them, a single, small landing glared down from behind a thin handrail. 

			“You don’t see stuff like this in our old neighborhood,” Alice said.

			Debra glanced at Alice and cocked an eyebrow. “It’s not our old neighborhood yet.” 

			“Alice, come check out the upstairs. You got to. I promise, you’ll love it.”

			The three of them wound up the tiny staircase, taking a sharp turn. Frank led Debra deeper into the farthest recesses of the house as Alice lingered behind, staring over the edge of the tiny guardrail. It seemed so out of place there, as if the builders had forgotten to add a wall. She leaned forward, glancing down at the floor a dozen feet below her. The guardrail groaned under her touch. 

			The upstairs hallway seemed endless, a narrow corridor with a bathroom on one side and a squat, half-sized door opposite. She leaned down, inspecting it.

			“Dad,” she called. “What’s this?”

			He peered out of a room farther down the hall, squinting. “Oh, it’s a crawl space. It leads to the attic, I think.”

			“Why is it so small?”

			“They used to build them like that,” he replied, the confidence in his voice waning.

			“That’s right, honey,” Debra said, peering out the bedroom. “You see, in the 1800s, everyone was three feet tall.”

			Alice laughed, and Frank shook his head. “There’s another entrance to the attic from the master bedroom,” he said with authority. “This is just another, smaller storage space. See. I know what I’m talking about.”  

			Alice stared at the door as she walked past. It was weird, but then again, this entire house was weird. Why would it start to make any sense now? Her parents were exploring the master bedroom when she found them. It was gigantic, easily the largest room in the house. The ceiling was angled, about seven feet on one side and nearly fifteen on the other. Sunlight beamed down on them from a long, narrow skylight set in the center of the ceiling, warming the room. Alice walked farther into the room, standing under the bloom of sunlight and looked up, smiling. 

			“What the hell is that?” Debra asked. 

			“What?”

			“That!” 

			She pointed at the window to the right side of the room. Just on the outside, what looked like a ladder rested against the window frame. Frank stared at it for a moment, as if not quite sure how to spin it.

			“Oh, that,” he said. “It’s a fire escape.”

			Alice walked over for a closer look. The ladder was bolted to the outer wall, and it stood, solid and unmoving, about six inches away from the siding. 

			“Why do we need that?” Debra asked.

			“Well,” he fumbled, “this is an old house. This is the only bedroom on the second floor, soooo, you know, if you needed to get out quick…”

			“Or get in quick,” Alice muttered. 

			“Somehow,” Debra said, “I missed this little gem on our first walk-through.”

			She strode over and slid open the window before grabbing the ladder and giving it a good shake. It was, despite the peeling white paint, still solid. “Wonder if we can take that down.”

			“Why?” Frank asked, almost wounded.

			“I don’t like a direct line into my bedroom from outside. We’ve got smoke detectors. That should be good enough.”

			Frank stood for a moment, mouth open, appearing completely at a loss.

			“Well, if the two of you are done crushing my dreams, I can show you the real crown jewel.” He walked to the far side of the room and pointed out the window. “Now, if you two find a way to piss on this, well, I’m just going to have to move into a hotel or something.”

			It took Alice a moment to realize what she was seeing. The roof on the back side of the house was so gently sloping that it was nearly flat. Alice realized she could have stepped out of the window and walked around on the thirty-foot span of rooftop if she wanted to. But beyond that was the real attraction.

			“What do you think about that?” Frank said.

			It was, or once had been, an in-ground pool. A small, concrete deck was lined with a tall wooden fence, and in the center was a green, muck-filled hole half filled with murky water. 

			“Oh, good Lord,” Debra said. “You honestly thought that would hook your daughter in? You poor, stupid man.”

			Alice stared, squinted, tried to imagine anything other than a sickly pond, but came up short. “I don’t know, Dad.…”

			“It looks bad, I know, but come down and get a closer look.”

			They trailed along behind him, back down the stairs and outside as he chattered on about more of the fine features of their wonderful find. On closer inspection, the pool looked far worse, but Frank’s animated excitement was almost contagious. 

			“See, the hole, the concrete, the fence, even the pump! It’s all here. The expensive part is already good to go. All we gotta do is clean it up and replace the liner. I’m talking a fraction of what putting in a new pool would be.”

			The winter breeze blew through the yard, and Alice shuddered, huddling deeper into her jacket. An in-ground pool was about the last thing she could think about at the moment.

			“You said this place would save us money,” Debra said.

			“Well, you have to spend money to save money. You know that. And over time, if we fix everything up, we could flip it for a huge profit.…”

			Alice and Debra looked at each other, then back at the pool. Frank trailed off, as if realizing he was losing them.

			“Picture this,” he said, taking a different angle. “What if we don’t go on vacation this year? We save all that money because the vacation is right here. I told you it would take a little imagination, but by the time spring comes around, this will be a sparkling blue diamond. Dean and his buddies will have a place to hang out, so he’ll be home more. Alice, your sleepovers will be all-night swim parties. And, Debra…honey…light of my life, every single day, you’ll be able to come out here after work and just relax. Maybe we could even put a little bar out here? And I, your loving husband, will be back there, making margaritas. We’ll be floating around all summer without a care in the world.”

			Alice was smiling, half because of how silly her father could be and half because she was already sold. She glanced over and saw her mother trying not to grin. It was a weird place, a slightly unsettling place, but there was a gravity to it as well. It had already pulled her dad in, and it was getting its hooks into her also. This, of all the places she had ever seen, was a prime spot to daydream. The woods, still strange, still terrifying, pressed in from all sides. There were secrets there, secrets everywhere, and to most people, that would be a bad thing.

			“I can’t even think of moving before Christmas,” Debra said.

			“We don’t have to,” he said, his tone telling Alice that he’d already rehearsed this point. “We’ve already paid for the old house up through January. There’s no rush! So let’s take a few weeks to enjoy the holidays, relax, do all the stuff we always do. I’ll start working on packing things up, doing whatever it takes to make this work. Then, the week after Christmas, we move in. The kids will still be out of school then, so there’s less pressure.”

			Debra was shaking her head but in a playful way. 

			“One more Christmas at the old place,” she said with a grin. Alice looked up at the strange house, wondering how much it might change in the next month. It was their home now, and it was clear that she needed to get used to that fact. 

			Frank turned from Debra to Alice back to Debra again. His eyebrows shot up a bit, and his smile widened.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Alice’s room – the one with the strange, interior windows – was slowly gaining the appearance of an actual living space. The frame of the bed was set in the general spot it would finally live, and boxes filled with clothes, decorations, toys, and all of the other random knickknacks that made up her young life were stacked in an irregular pile near the door. The mental gymnastics had begun, the bare patches of wall being laid out in her mind with posters, her dresser, mirrors, and everything else she might need. It was, of course, a downgrade in size. Her previous room had felt more open, but the change wasn’t necessarily a bad one. The new room was cozier somehow, the ceiling lower, the walls tighter. It felt, in some odd way, like a hobbit hole, a tiny place in the ground that was hers through and through. Only one real problem remained as far as she could tell.

			Those windows…

			Her father had promised to get some blinds up before bedtime, but the day was already half gone. Always full of good intentions, he wasn’t the most efficient or handiest handyman in the world. She lay back on the mattress that rested on the floor, staring up at the ceiling, trying to get a feel for the place. The excitement was still there, still real and electric, but the night was coming fast. She knew, more than most, about how things changed in the dark, the things that shadows hid. Anything awful or terrifying that could be out there in the dark halls or gray crag woods, she had already imagined much worse. Nights were like that for a girl with an overactive imagination. Beautiful and terrifying in equal measure. 

			She glanced over at the pair of windows that looked out into another room, a long, bare corridor of unfinished wood. A bit of sunlight peeked in, but she could practically see the moonlight already, could imagine what it might be like in the dead of night. The moonlight wouldn’t be so bad, but the cloudy nights, the black nights, those would be something else. How easy would it be for someone to break in through the back door, the utility room, as her dad called it, and peer through those windows? Alice could already see the face, the eyes glowing.

			“I thought you were unpacking.”

			She turned back to find her brother, Dean, standing in the doorway, one earbud in, the other dangling in front of his chest. Alice wasn’t sure if he refused to look at her or if there really was something interesting on his phone. 

			“Glad you joined us,” Alice said, propping herself up on her elbow.

			Dean looked up at her. He was tall, already taller than their dad, but he hadn’t quite grown into that frame yet. He’d asked their parents for a weight set for Christmas, but they bought him a month-long gym membership instead. He’d gone twice, but she figured it wouldn’t stick.

			“I had stuff to do,” he replied. 

			“Yeah, I’m sure. You’d do anything to get out of work.”

			“Whatever,” Dean said. 

			“Seriously, where have you been?”

			“Over at Max’s,” he said, his tone going from bored to annoyed. Dean was one of the last of his friends to turn sixteen, a sore spot that Alice usually knew to avoid.

			“You’ve been over at his house a lot lately,” she snipped at him. “Bet he’s getting tired of driving you around.”

			He finished up with whatever bit of internet nonsense he needed to before glaring at his sister. “Your room’s smaller.”

			“I know,” Alice said. “I like it like this.”

			He took a few steps and peered into the utility room through the windows. “That’s…creepy.”

			“It’s unique,” Alice answered, parroting her father.

			“Did Dad pay you to say that?”

			“If all you’re going to do is complain, just leave.”

			Dean shook his head, curling his lip into a sneer as if he had a sour taste in his mouth. He kept staring out the windows a moment longer before turning away.

			“That’s why I’ve been staying over at Max’s so much.… This house sucks.”

			He disappeared deeper into the labyrinthine hallways, probably looking for his own room, farther into the recesses of the house. Alice sat on the bed a bit longer, stewing, wondering why her brother was always such a jerk. When she finally got back up, she heard the unmistakable sound of her father cursing while her mother laughed uncontrollably. Apparently, the fridge wouldn’t fit through the front door.

			“Well, shit! I guess I got to take the doors off this fucker.…”

			Debra was still grinning when she rounded the corner, holding a water bottle. She stopped in Alice’s doorway and stared into her room. 

			“Getting set up all right?”

			Alice bent over one of the open boxes and began digging into it in  a poor attempt at looking busy. Debra laughed.

			“Were you just lounging around in here?”

			Alice shrugged. It was clear that her mom didn’t understand her, that she always mistook her daydreaming for laziness. Alice had tried to explain how busy her mind was, that what looked like laziness was anything but. It was tough though, especially when she was compared to Dean. Her brother had always been a hustler, even if his teen years had brought on a sense of surliness that none of them seemed to care for. He had a drive that made him pretty substantial on the basketball court or the baseball diamond. It was an unfair comparison, her and her brother, especially considering how alike Debra and Dean were. 

			“You are your father’s daughter,” Debra said, smiling. “It’s fine, honey. If I thought I could get away with it, I’d take a nap right about now.”

			It was a lie. She never took naps. Alice didn’t care though, and when Debra sat down on the floor, clearly ready for a break, Alice sat back down on the mattress.

			“Sooo…” Alice said.

			“So what?”

			Alice wrinkled her nose. “I dunno. You came in here. Had to be for a reason.”

			Debra sighed. “You’re too smart for your own good,” she said. “All right then…what do you think?”

			“About what?”

			“All this. I mean, it’s a mess. I wouldn’t have picked it in ten years, but if I squint, I can see some of the charm.”

			“It’s okay.”

			“Jeez…you lie like him too.”

			“What does that mean?” Alice asked. 

			“It means your brother’s the good liar. Don’t sweat it. It’s not a compliment to him. At least I know what you’re up to.” Debra popped open the top of her bottle of water.

			“I saw it happen when we were out here a few weeks ago,” Debra added. “It got you. Somehow, this hunk got its hooks in you just like it did your dad.”

			Even from a distance, it was clear to Alice that her dad had a tendency to drive her mom nuts, but somehow, over the course of eighteen years, her mom had learned to just roll with it – for the most part. Alice could see her struggling with all the craziness of the day, and all the craziness to come, but the simple fact that she could laugh at her husband as he wrestled a refrigerator told the story well enough. She was in, for better or worse. 

			“So I’ll ask it again…what do you think?”

			The smile on Alice’s face had a mind all its own, creeping up from some hidden place, refusing to obey her command. 

			“That’s what I thought. Ahhh, this place.”

			“I think it’s just…neat, I guess. Like a mystery or something. The old house was fine, but this one…”

			Debra laughed. “Lord you sound just like him.…”

			“What? It was fine, but this feels like…I dunno. An adventure.”

			Debra smiled that same, weary, been-here-before smile. “I get it. I need to be more fun. But fun can cost you. Adventures take a lot of work.”

			Alice slid off the mattress and sat down on the floor, letting her head drift over to her mom’s shoulder. 

			“We’ll make it work,” Debra added. “But it will take a lot of elbow grease…from all of us. You and your brother included.”

			“I know.”

			“I’m holding you to that. This is your room,” she said, waving the bottle around. “Unless there’s something you can’t do on your own, I’m not touching it. Hanging pictures or blinds, anything like that, I’ll help you out. But all this stuff is yours. It goes where you want it to. You got it?”

			“Yeah,” Alice said, leaning a bit closer.

			“Who knows? Maybe it will be worth it. Hopefully, by the time summer comes this will be home.”

			Alice nodded. “Better than home.”

			* * * 

			Alice spent the next few hours with a drive that she rarely had. She had turned on the Michael Jackson Pandora station and just let it play while she worked. Her clothes were still in the drawers, but most of her old toys, school supplies, picture frames, and everything else that she considered hers had to be sorted through and emptied. There were five deep boxes with her name on the side of them, and she diligently set to work getting the room as close to ready as she could. By the time she was ready for a break, her father appeared in the doorway, red-faced and sweaty with a screwdriver in hand.

			“You ready for me to put the bed together?”

			She left him in relative peace, ignoring the occasional shits and fucks that emanated from the room, followed by the sounds of the clattering bed frame. No doubt he’d be in there for a while; it was time to continue exploring the stranger corners of the place. 

			On the back side of the staircase, just across from the front entrance, was a green-painted door that she’d somehow missed until then. She tried the creaking handle, marveling at how heavy the door was as she swung it open. This was the type of door she simply didn’t see in their old house, a sturdy counterpoint to the light, hollow doors she was used to. Within, a single light hung above her, and with a click, a sickly yellow beam lit up an absolute nightmare of a descending staircase. Each unfinished wooden step was black with slick-looking mold; the walls were an ocherous yellow. It looked like it led to less of a basement and more of a cave, something carved out of the earth itself. Alice heard, or thought she heard, a stirring from deep within the hellish corners below. For a moment, she leaned forward, never daring to place a foot onto the top stair. Then, something brushed against her leg. She squeaked out a quiet little scream, then looked down.

			There was Baxter, the pitch-black family cat curling around her leg. He wasn’t a particularly sweet cat. He had an almost endless supply of energy, which seemed to translate into a wariness with people that bordered on outright dislike.

			“You scared the crap out of me,” she scolded. He looked up, mewed at her, then stared down the stairs.

			“Don’t even think about it.” She reached down to move him out of the way. He hissed, which was perfectly normal for him, before darting away. Alice was still staring down the steps when her father’s heavy footsteps came clomping up the hallway.

			“Looks like he’s having fun,” he said, watching Baxter flee down the hall. “We won’t find him for a week if I had to guess. Oh, and you found the basement.” He took one look down, wrinkling his nose. “Yep, lots of work to do down there.”

			“Do you hear that?” Alice asked.

			He tilted his head, listening.

			“Furnace, I think. There was a sump pump down there too. I haven’t plugged it in yet. Looks like it gets a bit of flooding whenever it rains for more than a day or two. Definitely some work to be done there. Probably won’t be turning it into a guest room anytime soon.”

			Alice glared down, feeling like she were standing on the edge of a cliff, that sensation that you might be suddenly, uncontrollably compelled to leap to your own death. She’d had that feeling before on one of their camping trips, standing at the precipice of a hundred-foot bluff, wondering what the air would feel like blurring through her hair, how the rocky ground would look racing up to meet her. But underneath all of it, a stronger, more persuasive sensation, a question, the question. 

			What would it feel like to no longer exist?

			The black voice, whispering in her brain.

			“Careful now,” her father said, putting a hand on her shoulder. Alice started and realized with some embarrassment that she was leaning even farther in. “Steps are a little rickety. Probably best to steer clear until I have a chance to straighten things up.”

			He drew her back, closing the door, and Alice felt the odd shadow over her heart lift a bit. 

			“I don’t think I’d want to go down there anyway,” she said quietly.

			Alice didn’t dwell on the basement. There were simply too many corners to explore, more bits and pieces that seemed at odds with each other. She walked through a tiled sunroom out near the pool, which boasted one entire wall of solid glass, clearly another late addition to the structure. The whole pool area was vaguely modern, the orange tiles summoning something from the late Seventies, unlike the vastly more ancient hardwood found throughout the majority of the house. The sunroom was ice cold, the winter sun doing little to warm it. 

			Even without a jacket, she decided to take a quick stroll around the pool and was greeted by a stench that made her gasp. The wall of foul air hit her the moment she came within five feet of the pool’s edge. Hand cupped over her mouth, she leaned over, peering into the black water. A thin layer of ice was forming, but it did little to stop the smell. The previous week had been unseasonably warm, but now the weather was beginning to turn. Soon, she realized, this dark little pit would be frozen solid, maybe enough to lock all that stench inside until spring. But as disgusting as it was, she could still picture it all fixed up, blue and deep and inviting. 
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