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Prologue
 
    
 
   Hunger.
 
   Hunger gripped the girl’s stomach like an iron fist.
 
   How long has it been since I’ve eaten? Two days? Three?
 
   It was impossible to tell—the basement had no windows, no light. It could have been noon or midnight, there was just no way for her to know. 
 
   She had tried to get out, of course. The first few days that she had been trapped down there, she had done everything she could to try to escape. But her efforts had only ended in tearing her fingernails off and making her voice raw from shouting. She had started with screaming, demanding to be let out, but when this had gone unanswered, she’d soon regressed to passionate pleas, desperate sobs, and eventually to apologies.
 
   It didn’t matter what she said; there was never any response. 
 
   But while those upstairs ignored her, she had a much harder time ignoring them. She heard them fighting, muffled shouts from somewhere above, but she couldn’t make out the words no matter how hard she strained. 
 
   Something scurried off to her left and she froze. It was the second time she had heard the noise. The first time she had heard it, she’d forced herself into a corner, wrapping her thin body into a ball. She hated spiders, cobwebs, even the dark. But the longer she spent in the basement, the more she became accustomed to these nightmarish things, adapted to them, even. She was amazed how the human body could adapt, but what the girl, even at her young age, quickly came to realize was that the proclivity for the human mind to adapt was even more impressive.
 
   It could adapt to nearly anything, any situation, no matter how desperate. 
 
   So while her initial instinct was to freeze when the sound came again, her body and mind slowly thawed. 
 
   So, so hungry.
 
   Her stomach grumbled, and without consciously doing so, she opened her palms and lay the backs of her hands gently on the dirt ground. She remained in a seated position, but silently shifted from her bum to her knees. 
 
   The sound came a third time, a little closer now. 
 
   It smells the blood—the blood on my fingertips from where the nails tore away.
 
   She wasn’t sure why she thought that, but in her head it sounded convincing enough. 
 
   With her thumb, she flicked off a scab from the tip of her index finger, wincing at the pain. A warm wetness immediately covered her fingertip.
 
   Now can you smell it? Can you smell it now?
 
   As if answering her thoughts, she heard the sound just a little closer now. Concentrating hard, she thought she could even hear the rat’s nose wriggling.
 
   It took less than a minute of sitting completely still before she felt something probe her bloody finger. It was only a gentle touch, barely noticeable what with the pain from the torn nail and the slowly drying blood covering the wound. But when it came again, there was no doubting it. 
 
   It was a rat, and it was licking her finger. For a moment, the girl did nothing, thankful for just the touch of something else, even if it was a rat and not another human being.
 
   To be touched.
 
   To be wanted, loved.
 
   These were things that she hadn’t felt in a long, long time. For as long as she could remember, maybe.
 
   They loved me once, before they started yelling about money all the time. 
 
   A wan smile crossed over the little girl’s face in the dark, but it didn’t stay long.
 
   The mind could adapt, after all. 
 
   And this was her new reality. 
 
   In a flurry of movement that surprised even herself, the girl flipped her hand over and dug her fingers into the rat’s back. The thing squeaked, a horrible sound, but the girl tightened her grip, her fingers, long and thin, nearly wrapping completely around the rat’s body.
 
   She could feel its legs wriggling in her palm, and the warmth of its body in her grasp. For a brief second, the girl feared that it might wriggle free, but she squeezed even harder. She squeezed so hard that she thought she could feel its tiny heart beating deep within its furry body.
 
   Although it was completely dark in the basement, the girl brought the animal to her face anyway, and imagined how it looked: its wriggling nose, black and wet, its eyes, obsidian pits, and its buck teeth, yellow and protruding.
 
   Then her stomach groaned, and she brought the animal to her mouth. In the back of her mind, she knew what she was doing was disgusting, revolting even, but the will to survive pushed these thoughts away.
 
   Her teeth clamped down on the rat’s fur, and she felt a squeaky pop as she broke its skin like a toughened sausage casing. Blood spilled into her mouth, and she gagged. Suppressing this visceral reaction, she bit even harder, feeling several of the animal’s small bones crack in her mouth.
 
   She drowned out the rat’s squealing with her thoughts. 
 
   Yes, she thought as she chewed. Survival; survival is what’s most important.
 
   “You still down there?”
 
   At first, she didn’t think the voice was real, just a figment of her imagination. It was such a foreign thing, another human voice, one addressing her no less, that she barely recognized it for what it was. But then it came again and the girl stopped chewing the gamey meat for a moment to listen.
 
   Could it be? 
 
   The rat stopped moving.
 
   “They’ve gone out…I’m going to open the door now, but we have to be quick!”
 
   The girl swallowed and switched her grip from the dead rat’s body to its tail. Even though the words were clearer now, as if the person was speaking just from behind the door at the top of the staircase, she still didn’t fully believe that they were real.
 
   But then the door opened and a sliver of light spilled into the basement. Despite the light being gray, subdued, it was in such contrast to the dark basement that she immediately shielded her face with her forearm.
 
   A shadow flickered across the narrow opening, but her eyes still hadn’t adjusted and she couldn’t make out what it was.
 
   “Hurry! C’mon! They won’t be out long!”
 
   The girl rose to her feet and made her way to the bottom of the staircase, rat still in hand.
 
   “Oh…oh God…” the person upstairs murmured.
 
   The girl could hear something else now—rain. She could hear rain pelting the roof, the sides of the house. To her sensitive ears every drop was like a ball bearing falling on tin. 
 
   “Jesus…oh God…” the person retched, “please, you—you need to come with me.”
 
   The girl took a hesitant step forward, her bare foot touching the bottom stair. 
 
   “Come on!”
 
   She could now make out the outline of a figure in the doorway, a hand gesturing madly for her to hurry. But sitting on the dirt floor in a pitch-black cellar for days on end had rendered urgency a foreign notion.
 
   “Hurry!”
 
   The girl was on the fourth step when she heard the front door to the estate open loudly.
 
   Both of them froze.
 
   “No,” the figure at the top of the stairs whimpered. “Daddy’s home…”
 
   The girl’s grip on the rat’s tail tightened.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The girl was trembling, her feet just inches from the edge of the roof. Rain had thoroughly soaked her, her nightgown—soiled from the dirt in the basement—clinging uncomfortably to her rail-thin body. She took a deep breath and mentally prepared herself for what she instinctively knew came next.
 
   “Jump.” The voice was deep, gravelly. Authoritative. 
 
   A voice that she knew she should probably listen to. 
 
   But she couldn’t jump. 
 
   “Jump.”
 
   Survival instincts suddenly took over, and she pivoted, intending to run back to the window, back inside. Away from the rain, the cold. 
 
   The voice.
 
   But a hand reached out and grasped her soaking hair. It was a thick hand, heavily calloused from years of hard labor. 
 
   “Jump,” the man said again. But this time, he didn’t wait for her to obey. Instead, he flung her by her hair. Her legs spun madly, desperately trying to gain traction on the slick roof. But the rain was coming down even heavier now, and her bare foot only caught the edge before she went flying over it.
 
   A scream caught in her throat, and the air roared in her ears. Somehow, during her fall, she flipped around and found herself staring at the flagstones as they rushed up to meet her.
 
   A split second before impact, however, they seemed to disappear. All of it—the rain, the house, the roof. Even the man that had thrown her off, her father. All of this was replaced by a frothing sea and a clear blue sky. 
 
   She had never been to the ocean, but this was always how she imagined it would look. Soft, rolling whitecaps, like gently simmering butter on a fluffy pancake shore. 
 
   For some reason, she knew that this place had a name, too, although it wasn’t one that she had ever heard before.
 
   The Marrow.
 
   A smile spread across her thin blue lips. But then the sky suddenly darkened and a crack of thunder ripped through serenity.
 
   The voice returned.
 
   “No, I’m not done with you yet.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part I - Rain 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Robert Watts hesitated before clicking the print button. He sat back in his chair and ran his hand through his medium-length brown hair.
 
   Three months of work…once I press print, that’s it. Gone. Finito. Complete.
 
   His eyes skipped over the numbers that filled his monitor. 
 
   Three months, then it’s gone. Into the accounting ether, never to be seen or heard from again.
 
   Robert always felt this way when he finished the accounting for one of the company’s larger clients. He invested his whole mind and body into the work, to the point that he felt as if he knew more about the company than upper management did about themselves. At least the numbers part of the business, anyway. He always felt a little empty when he finished one of the bigger projects, and today was no exception. 
 
   If anything, today was actually worse, perhaps because he had been feeling particularly down lately, and partly because of the revelation that at their current pace, Butter and Squash Produce wouldn’t be able to make it to year’s end without filing for bankruptcy.
 
   He shook his head, blinked twice, then pressed PRINT.
 
   Not my problem, he thought.
 
   This part, too, made him feel a little off. It wasn’t his problem—his job was only to crunch the numbers—but still. He had met the owners, Dawn and Maureen, several times, and he liked them. Nice women, trying to find a niche market for their organic produce, to carve out their little piece of the American pie. But it wasn’t to be. It was times like this that he was grateful his job was only to crunch the numbers, and not to break the bad news.
 
   They would be devastated.
 
   With a sigh, Robert pulled himself out of the cheap plastic swivel chair and stood. He placed his hand on his lower back and tried to massage the soreness that had built over the past few hours from being rooted in place, and then offered a weak smile.
 
   Part of him also liked the idea of having completed another task, of checking one more box for works completed. 
 
   The office was dark, the other cubicles long since having been abandoned, the younger desk jockeys retired to their homes to suck back energy drinks and play video games online. Or so he imagined. 
 
   He checked his watched, and was surprised that it was only six thirty. His thoughts went to his family then, to his wife Wendy and their nine-year-old daughter Amy. Earlier that morning he had suggested that Wendy take Amy out to dinner, as he had expected to finish the Butter and Squash file much later than he actually had. 
 
   Maybe I can catch them before they start, meet up with them. Or better yet, I can tell Wendy to grab a couple of steaks and meet me at home. 
 
   It had been so long since they had had dinner—a real family dinner—what with his and Wendy’s busy schedules. 
 
   I’ll call them after I hand this in, he reconciled, a small smile creeping onto his lips.
 
   Steak…steak would be nice.
 
   As if responding to his pondering, his stomach growled. Robert picked up the pace as he made his way across the empty office to the printer, which whirred away as it spat out page after page of sheets filled with numbers.
 
   The printing finished—eighty-nine pages in under a minute—before he even made it there. A quick glance to check that the pages were collated properly, then he slipped a wide clip on the top left-hand corner. Then he put the report into the folder marked Butter and Squash Produce. 
 
   A quick glance revealed that the office wasn’t completely empty after all. He had been hoping that he was alone, that he could just slip the folder beneath his boss’s office door, but that wasn’t to be, he realized. 
 
   Although the light in the office at the back of the row of cubicles was off, he could make out the outline of man crouched behind a computer screen, the top of his head awash in the blue-green glow.
 
   Robert’s smile faded as he approached the door. The man behind the desk didn’t raise his gaze. 
 
   He knocked lightly on the door, his knuckles bouncing off the cheap particle board below the brass nameplate that read: Landon Underhill, Regional Manager.
 
   The man behind the computer cleared his throat.
 
   “Come in,” he said, and Robert pulled the door open.
 
   “Landon?” Robert asked, but when the man finally poked his head up, his thick black eyebrows rising up his expansive forehead, he hesitated. “Where’s Landon?”
 
   The man shifted a massive wad of gum from one pale cheek to the other. 
 
   Gum…what kind of fifty-year-old man chews gum?
 
   One with chronic halitosis, that’s who. A skinny, bald man with arms like chicken legs and legs like chicken arms.
 
   “Landon cut out early, had some business to attend to.” The man gnashed the gum obnoxiously. “You finish the Butternut file?”
 
   Robert nearly chuckled.
 
   Butternut.
 
   He held the folder up and strode across the room.
 
   “Have it right here, Carl,” he announced, a tinge of pride in his voice.
 
   Carl took the file with nicotine-stained fingers and put it down beside him.
 
   “You aren’t even going to look at it?” 
 
   The man shrugged.
 
   “Not my job,” he admitted.
 
   Robert frowned as Carl turned back to his computer screen.
 
   “Well, I’m off. Gonna see if I can catch the wife and kid for dinner.”
 
   The man looked up again, his eyebrows doing a little dance up his large, pale forehead.
 
   “Why don’t you take a seat, Robert?”
 
   Robert glanced around. There were no other chairs in the room.
 
   “Carl?”
 
   The man peeked over his desk.
 
   “Ah, that’s right. Forgot that this is Landon’s office.”
 
   Carl slowly closed the top of his laptop, before folding his fingers and resting them on his desk. Now, with both of them bathed in near darkness, he looked strangely sinister. 
 
   “Look, Robert. I hate to be the one to tell you this, but—”
 
   The man paused, and Robert’s heart immediately started to race. Any dialogue that started with, I hate to be the one, never ended well. And now Carl, assistant to the regional manager, destined to be the office bitch, Landon’s lackey, wouldn’t even make eye contact.
 
   “What? What is it?”
 
   “Well, I guess there’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just gonna.”
 
   And yet, despite his words, he paused again.
 
   Robert felt his face start to flush. 
 
   Please, not now.
 
   “What?” The question came out more aggressively than he had intended, and Carl’s eyes snapped up. Now, seeing that there was a challenge, the bald man seemed imbued with courage. 
 
   “Look, Landon wanted to let you know that there are going to be some changes here at Audex Accounting—some downsizing. And I—”
 
   Robert was incredulous, his gaze darting to the thick folder that he had just handed the man. The folder that he had spent the last three months busting his balls to get done on time.
 
   “You’re firing me?” he gasped.
 
   Carl shook his head quickly.
 
   “No, not firing. You’ve been a good employee, Robert. But we are going to have to let you go…Landon is restructuring, and…”
 
   Robert couldn’t hear the words anymore, could barely hear anything but his heart pounding away in his chest. 
 
   No, not now! Please, not now.
 
   He swallowed hard, but the lump in his throat seemed to be attached somehow, and it wouldn’t go down. His mind flicked to his wife, who had just left her firm to start her own real estate practice. 
 
   And the house that they could just barely afford with both their salaries, the one that he had pleaded with Wendy not to buy, to settle for something more affordable—that too came to mind.
 
   “Please,” he mouthed, not sure if any sound came out. But judging by Carl’s reaction, he had spoken…spoken the words in a whisper. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Robert. You’ve done great work for Audex over the years, and it really is a shame to see you go.”
 
   “Landon…”
 
   “Landon wished he could give you the news himself, but he had business. Asked me to do it for him. Take care, Robert.”
 
   Robert gaped as the man pulled the file folder in closer—as if he expected Robert would take it back—and then he opened his laptop again.
 
   That’s it? Fourteen years busting my ass for Audex and that’s it? To not even be given the courtesy to be let go by the manager, but by the…the fucking gum-chewing, bald office bitch that is Carl Stevens? 
 
   Robert didn’t know what to do or say, so he just turned on his heels and started to leave. His gait, just a few minutes ago springy, was now labored, as if the shitty carpeting had been replaced by thick mud.
 
   “Oh, and Robert?”
 
   Robert turned, trying to keep away the tears that threatened to form in his eyes.
 
   “Yes?” he whispered.
 
   “Please take your stuff with you tonight. Your keycard will be deactivated after you leave.”
 
   Robert wanted to run back into the office and strangle the man, to choke his scrawny neck. But instead, he just nodded solemnly and turned, leaving Landon Underhill’s office for the final time.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Wendy Watts closed her eyes and raised her lips up to meet his. The sensation was electric, and his probing tongue only served to send additional shockwaves up and down her body. He tasted meaty, but not in a bad way; in a strong, manly way that she so desperately sought.
 
   A moan escaped her lips, which also served to part them. The man’s mouth left hers and he kissed her chin, before moving to the soft skin beneath. Eyes still closed, Wendy leaned her head back even further, shuddering with each of his soft kisses as they made a meandering path from her chin to down her throat. When they reached the top of her soft, pale breast, she gasped. When his tongue flicked her nipple, instantly making it hard, she couldn’t help herself. She leaned forward, her hands grasping the back of his head, forcing his entire mouth over her nipple.
 
   “Yes,” she moaned. “Yes…”
 
   She was squatting over him, her skirt hiked up high, her blouse thrown somewhere, forgotten. He was sitting beneath her, and she felt his cock harden as he continued to suck on her breast.
 
   A smile crossed her face.
 
   “Mom? Mom!”
 
   The man froze, his lips still pressed to her soft skin.
 
   Wendy gritted her teeth in frustration, then opened her eyes.
 
   “What?” she shouted over her shoulder.
 
   The voice replied from somewhere below them—the family room most likely.
 
   “TV’s not working, Mom. Says something about not getting a signal?”
 
   “Fuck,” she grumbled. The man pulled his head away from her chest. “Just try turning it on and off again!”
 
   “I did! It’s still not working.”
 
   Wendy looked skyward, and she wondered how she had let Amy become so damn whiny.
 
   “Look,” the man beneath her whispered. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea—maybe, with—”
 
   Wendy looked into his brown eyes, her gaze darting from his bearded face to his glistening lips. 
 
   Don’t go soft on me now, Landon.
 
   She reached down and between her legs and squeezed his manhood. 
 
   Landon grinned.
 
   “No, it is a good idea,” she assured him. “I need this.”
 
   “Mom? Can you fix the TV?”
 
   Wendy squeezed Landon’s penis again in frustration…maybe a little too hard this time. He grunted and shifted uncomfortably beneath her.
 
   “No, Amy. Just go outside! Go play in the yard!”
 
   There was a moment of silence, and then some mumbling that Wendy couldn’t quite make out.
 
   Ungrateful little shit.
 
   “It’s starting to rain, Ma!”
 
   “Goddamn it, Amy! Why don’t you just walk home?”
 
   Landon propped himself on his elbows.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “What? It’s only like a twenty-minute walk.”
 
   “Wendy, c’mon. She’s only nine.”
 
   “Almost ten,” Wendy corrected him.
 
   “For real?” Amy hollered from downstairs.
 
   “Do you know your way?” Wendy asked, her tone softening.
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “Then, yes. Go home. Keep your father company.”
 
   Wendy waited, ears perked. Eventually she heard the sliding door open and then slam shut. She felt a momentary pang of guilt, but when she turned back to Landon, who was still looking up at her, one eyebrow raised, it was quickly forgotten.
 
   “Now, where were we?” she asked.
 
   “I was—”
 
   “—about to fuck my brains out, I know.”
 
   Landon smiled.
 
   “I was about to say—”
 
   Wendy extended a finger and pushed it against his lips, silencing him.
 
   “Nuh-uh, no more speaking.”
 
   Landon started to smile, a lecherous grin, and Wendy felt her heartrate quicken again.
 
   The sound of her phone ringing interrupted her arousal. Wendy through her arms up.
 
   “Fuck!” 
 
   Normally her phone was on vibrate, but she had turned it on in case Robert called. A quick glance to the bedside table proved that it was indeed him.
 
   Wendy rocked her hips again, feeling Landon harden through his slacks beneath her.
 
   “You going to answer that?” he asked.
 
   Wendy shook her head and rocked faster.
 
   “No, it’s just Robert.” She reached down and grabbed his wrists, and put his hands on her breasts.
 
   “But, maybe you should answer it. I mean—”
 
   Wendy shook her head again, wondering how and when Landon had gotten so damn sensitive. They had been fucking for nearly six months now, but the last few days he had been acting strangely, asking questions about Robert, of all people. 
 
   “No, Landon. I’m not answering it. Now you better start fucking me before I really get pissed off.”
 
   Landon seemed to contemplate this for a moment, and one of his hands fell away from her breasts. For a second, she thought that he was actually going to push her off and refuse to give her what she wanted. Worse still was the possibility that Landon himself would answer the phone.
 
   Thankfully, the man did neither. Instead, his hand crept between her legs, and she felt him fiddle with his zipper. A second later, and she felt his hot cock beneath her, hard and bare. 
 
   Wendy swallowed hard.
 
   And then he was inside her, and she gasped.
 
   “I like it when you’re pissed off,” Landon whispered as he thrust his hips, driving his manhood deeper.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wendy tried to smooth her shoulder-length blonde hair in the rearview mirror, but her bedhead refused to listen. After a minute or two, she gave up, and instead applied a fresh coat of lipstick, making sure to wipe the corners of her mouth with her finger afterward.
 
   It was pouring rain outside, the fat drops pelting the roof of the car like hail. Part of her, a big part, wanted to answer one of Robert’s dozen or so phone calls and tell him that she wouldn’t be home tonight. Make up some excuse about getting stuck in the rain…she would come up with something, and although Robert would try to convince her to come home, he wouldn’t press.
 
   She imagined his narrow face and sad eyes.
 
   “Okay, Wendy. You just be safe, okay?”
 
   Safe…The word resonated with her. Robert always ended their conversations with that stupid phrase…be safe.
 
   Fucking pansy was what he was. For once, couldn’t he just act like a man? 
 
   Wendy thought about what might happen if Robert found out about her and Landon. The answer was clear.
 
   Nothing, he would do nothing.
 
   Probably just shrug and go on eating his dinner as if nothing had happened.
 
   Pursing her lips and shaking her head in disgust, Wendy threw the car into reverse and squealed out of the driveway of Landon Underhill’s two-story colonial—the largest on the street, Wendy noted with a distinct sense of pride—spraying water nearly up to the windows.
 
   Then she put the car into drive and started down the street, squinting hard to see in the torrential downpour.
 
   Jesus, where did this rain come from?
 
   She shook her head, trying to focus. A left turn, then a right and she was on the freeway. A quick glance at the glowing clock in the center console showed that it was nearly nine…Robert had every right to call, she supposed. 
 
   Again, his dopey eyes and perpetually calm demeanor popped into her mind, but she quickly forced this away, instead choosing to think about Landon, his rough hands gripping her hips as he thrust himself inside her from behind. She could see his face, sweat dripping on his forehead, his lower lip clenched between his teeth as he grunted and rocked.
 
   The image was so powerful that Wendy had to shake it away as well, feeling a tingling sensation between her legs and in the inside of her thighs.
 
   Landon was heading out of town for the weekend, but Monday…Monday, she had to see him again. She needed—
 
   Her phone rang, and this time Wendy reached onto the passenger seat and picked it up.
 
   Robert again? What the—?
 
   But then she heard a screech, which was immediately followed by a deep, resonating crunch of metal twisting. 
 
   Wendy Watts was suddenly thrust forward, the cell phone flying out of her hand and careening through the smashed windshield. 
 
   Her body followed.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Robert brought the glass to his lips and inhaled briefly before downing the rest of his scotch in one gulp. By the fourth glass, it had stopped burning, and now, on his sixth, it tasted like nothing at all. Just a liquid that went down like water and made him less coordinated.
 
   As he made his way toward the kitchen, he caught sight of a shadow in the frosted glass that flanked the front door in his periphery.
 
   What the hell?
 
   Robert staggered over, trying to stop from swaying. He grabbed the door and pulled it wide, a goofy grin on his face. But when he saw Amy standing there, soaking wet, clutching her stuffed bunny rabbit to her chest, the smile slid off his face.
 
   “Amy? What the—are you okay?”
 
   Amy said nothing, and he quickly pulled her inside and out of the rain.
 
   “What happened? Where’s mom?”
 
   “I’m fine, dad.” Amy said as soon as she was inside. 
 
   “Where’s mom? And what are you doing outside in the pouring rain?” he asked again.
 
   “She’s…she’s…are you okay?” Amy asked, flipping the question back to him. Her eyes drifted down to his empty glass, and he subconscious moved it behind him.
 
   “I’m fine,” he said quickly. “Mom’s still working?”
 
   Amy nodded, but this did nothing to alleviate the concern on Robert’s face.
 
   “Why don’t you go upstairs and get into your PJs, get warm? I’ll come tuck you in.”
 
   Amy smiled then bound past him and up the stairs.
 
   Robert stood in the entrance way for a moment, trying to figure out what the hell had just happened. 
 
   Why was Amy playing in the rain?
 
   He shook his head, an action he immediately regretted. Swallowing hard, he pressed his palm flat against the wall in an attempt to ground himself, to stop the spinning.
 
   The scotch had muddled his mind, and he knew that struggling to make sense of anything now, six drinks deep, would only prove frustrating. So he did what any father would after losing his job and indulging: he shrugged and resolved himself to deal with it in the morning.
 
   As Robert turned toward the kitchen intent on filling his glass, he thumbed the send button on his cell phone for what seemed like the hundredth time. He didn’t even bother putting it to his ear, assuming that, like the last time and the time before that, it would go unanswered. 
 
   The bottle of Glenlivet 18 was nearly empty, which brought a sour expression to his face. He unscrewed the cap, something that proved unusually difficult, and then poured a finger’s worth of scotch. His eyes turned to the window over the sink, and he was again amazed by how much rain was coming down. He couldn’t even see the back fence, which he knew to be only about ten feet from the window, the rain was so all-encompassing. 
 
   Fuck, I hope you aren’t driving in the rain, Wendy. And why don’t you answer your phone?
 
   As if in response to his query, he heard the robotic voice through the tinny speaker of his BlackBerry tell him that the mailbox of the person he was trying to reach was full. 
 
   Robert growled and hung up. Then he poured the rest of the bottle into his glass. 
 
   Fuck it—if there was ever a time for drinking, it was now.
 
   As he sipped the scotch and stared out into the blurry rain, his mind began to wander. 
 
   Wendy was going to lose her lid when she found out that he was fired. Absolutely lose it. She had become increasingly short with him over the past three months, which he had chalked up to the stress from buying their house…the one in which he now stood, in a kitchen with a massive Viking gas stove, an aluminum hood that was so polished and shiny that it could double as funhouse mirror, and a fridge with not only an icemaker built into the door, but a goddamn computer screen that somehow knew exactly what they had in the fridge at any given moment. 
 
   Figure that one out. 
 
   And to think that neither of them was particularly fond or adept at cooking. 
 
   But Wendy just had to have this three-story twenty-five-hundred-square-foot palace. She just had to—even though as an accountant, Robert knew the numbers; he knew that it was only just affordable, and that was only with some rather hopeful assumptions regarding Wendy’s house sales—assuming she managed to actually sell a house, which she hadn’t done since going solo. 
 
   “You just had to have this place, didn’t you, Wen’?” Robert said to the rain, his words slurred.
 
   They could afford it, but just barely.
 
   But that was before that weasel Carl had fired him. 
 
   Robert, anger seeping into him, took a big gulp, and this time the scotch did burn. He grimaced, trying to return to thoughts about their financial reality.
 
   They were late on this month’s payment, and they had been late last month, too. He had no idea how they would make the next few months’ mortgage payments after he received his final check from Audex. Wendy had to sell a house. And soon.
 
   Audex. 
 
   His mind shifted, and he began thinking about his previous employer. He supposed the writing had been on the wall: the company had shifted to a younger workforce over the years, electing to snafu green accountants immediately after they finished their CAs instead of hiring someone with more experience. It made sense, in a way. They were green, but capable, and most of all they were eager for work…any work, at any salary. None of them stuck around long, preferring to gain experience and then seek greener pastures. Still, there was an endless supply of them, which rendered the higher-payed, more experienced accountants expendable.
 
   A group to which Robert clearly belonged.
 
   “Fucking Carl, fucking Landon.”
 
   A massive bolt of lightning illuminated the sky, followed immediately by a deep, rumbling roll of thunder that seemed to shake the very kitchen in which Robert stood.
 
   “Jesus,” he said, instinctively taking a step backward. He licked from his wrist the drops of scotch that had spilled either from the shaking of the house’s foundation or from him jumping back. 
 
   The lightning had afforded him a glimpse of the backyard, and he realized that the rain, which had started only an hour or so ago after he had left the office, had come with a vengeance. The corner of the lawn was starting to turn into a muddy mess, the new sod that had recently been laid not quite set yet. Robert had glimpsed the gutter downspout, and the water that poured from it looked like the goddamn Niagara Falls.
 
   His first inclination when he hadn’t been able to reach Wendy and when he’d seen that her car—a fancy 5 series BMW (couldn’t be a 3 series, of course; couldn’t give these nonexistent clients the wrong impression)—wasn’t in the driveway, he had thought that maybe she was in the middle of a sale, that she was holding out for dinner and was finally closing her first solo deal, which would also explain Amy coming home without her.
 
   But now, seeing the sheer veracity of the rain, he realized that that was ridiculous. No one in their right mind would buy a house in a tsunami. After all, you’d want to wait to see if the place flooded or was swept away by a storm like this, wouldn’t you?
 
   Robert shook his head and pulled his eyes away from the window.
 
   He took another sip of scotch and headed back toward the family room, thinking it a good idea to distract himself with a little television.
 
   Stranger Things…I’ll watch another episode of Stranger Things.
 
   He thought about this for a moment as he lowered himself awkwardly onto the couch.
 
   Wendy won’t care, he thought, trying to convince himself. She falls asleep halfway through or spends more time texting than watching anyway.
 
   Still, as he turned on the TV, he decided to watch something else instead. Breaking the news of losing his job was going to put her in a fit, and—
 
   A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts.
 
   Thunder? Had it been the thunder?
 
   It had certainly sounded like a knock. Robert waited, listening closely as the rain continued to pelt the windows.
 
   Unlike when he had seen Amy earlier, it was so dark outside that the frosted panes flanking the door only appeared black; he couldn’t tell if there was someone standing outside.
 
   “In other news…”
 
   The TV suddenly blared as it powered up.
 
   Robert jumped.
 
   “Fuck!” he yelped. He tried to thumb the mute button, but his aim was off and his vision blurry. He hit the channel up button instead. 
 
   A wide pink face, a victim of plastic surgery that made the woman resemble some sort of human puppet, came on screen, spewing nonsense about Botox.
 
   Some housewives of someone rich somewhere else.
 
   Robert breathed deeply, trying to calm his beating heart, and he concentrated on finding the mute button.
 
   Then he heard it again, more deliberate this time. 
 
   It was a knock.
 
   “Wendy?” he called out as he started to stand. 
 
   He made it halfway before falling back into the couch cushions. In the process, he spilled some scotch on the green suede.
 
   “Shit,” he grumbled, swiping ineffectively at the stain with his free hand.
 
   Wendy is going to lose her shit over that, too.
 
   Robert succeeded in standing on his second try and even managed to put his glass down on the coffee table without spilling it again.
 
   “Coming, Wendy!” he hollered. “Amy! Your mother’s home!”
 
   It took less than a minute for Robert to get to the door, even considering his swaying gait. He flipped the deadbolt and pulled it wide.
 
   “Wendy, get out—” Of the rain, he meant to say.
 
   Except it wasn’t Wendy at the door.
 
   The sight of a policeman, his hat in his hand, his lips pressed together in a deep frown, caused the words to get stuck in his throat. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   “What—what?” Robert nearly shouted.
 
   “Please, Mr. Watts, can I come in?”
 
   Robert stared wide-eyed at the soaking wet middle-aged police officer who stood on his doorstep. Somehow, he managed a feeble nod.
 
   I have some bad news, Mr. Watts.
 
   All of a sudden, Robert wished he hadn’t drunk half as much scotch as he had. Swallowing hard, he turned and the man stepped inside his home.
 
   “Come in,” Rob managed, the hold of the alcohol rendering him unable to process or even contemplate what was going on. Still, he was with it enough to know that a police officer at the door, a sad-looking figure saying words like bad news, usually only meant one thing.
 
   Robert shook his head.
 
   No, no, no…
 
   “Come, sit down,” he croaked. The police officer hesitated.
 
   “I’m soaking wet. Maybe—”
 
   But Robert had already made it back to the couch and collapsed in his familiar spot. He didn’t dare reach for his scotch on the table.
 
   The officer reluctantly followed, sitting gingerly to avoid soaking the loveseat that sat catty-cornered to the couch.
 
   “Mr. Watts, I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, but your wife, Wendy?”
 
   Robert nodded, knowing what the man was going to say even before he uttered the words.
 
   “She was in a car accident tonight…Mr. Watts,” he sighed heavily, “Mr. Watts, your wife is dead.”
 
   The air was suddenly sucked out of Robert’s lungs, leaving him unable to breathe. His mind turned to his wife’s angular face, her blonde hair that she kept short even though he had told her countless times that he preferred it long.
 
   “Mr. Watts? I’m sorry, but…”
 
   Robert didn’t hear anything else the officer said; instead, he could only hear the rushing of blood in his ears. 
 
   Numb. 
 
   His entire body suddenly felt numb. 
 
   Wendy can’t be dead. She was selling a house…this is all just a cruel joke.
 
   Robert reached for his scotch after all, and then stared at the golden brown liquid for so long that his eyes defocused. 
 
   I’m drunk.
 
   The tears came next, not racking sobs, but silent tears that slid down his cheeks. One drop fell into his scotch, reminding him that it was still in his hand. He brought it to his lips and took a small sip.
 
   “Mr. Watts? Mr. Watts?”
 
   Robert suddenly realized that the officer was still there in the room with him, and he raised his gaze to look at him.
 
   The man’s face was flat, even; this was no joke. Or, if it was, then award this man the Oscar immediately.
 
   “I’m sorry,” the officer repeated.
 
   For the briefest of moments, Robert actually felt sorry for him; he didn’t envy the man for having to break the news. It must be incredibly difficult watching someone break down after being told that their loved ones were dead. Robert wondered how his current reaction sized up against those of others. He supposed most women would be hysterical, flopping on the floor, while men, hard men, would be solemn, remaining deadpan throughout.
 
   Robert, as usual, fell somewhere in the middle.
 
   “Mr. Watts, I’m so sorry for your loss…I hate to be the one to bring this news to you.”
 
   Robert nodded, now consciously considering his reactions. He sniffed and forced the tears away…or at least he tried to.
 
   “Did you hear everything I said?”
 
   Robert said that he had, then added, “Thank you for coming here in the rain. The driving is probably terrible out there.”
 
   The officer eyed him curiously.
 
   “You sure you’re going to be okay here by yourself, Mr. Watts? Is there someone you want to call? A friend, maybe? Another family member? Sometimes…sometimes being alone is not the best thing when you are grieving.”
 
   Robert offered a weak smile.
 
   “I’ll be fine…I just—I just need some time alone. To think.”
 
   But he wasn’t alone, not really—he had Amy. And if he thought a police officer telling a stranger that his wife was dead was difficult, he couldn’t even contemplate breaking the news to his nine-year-old daughter that she was never going to see her mother again. 
 
   There was a pause, during which the officer stared at Robert long enough to make him uncomfortable. 
 
   “Is there anything else, Officer?”
 
   The man looked like he was holding on to more information, and when he let out a long sigh, Robert knew this to be true.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Look, I don’t usually do this, but I think you should know…I would want to know. I just couldn’t imagine a situation in which everyone knows but you.”
 
   Robert waited, trying to figure out how anything could be worse than what he had already been told. He shook his head expectantly.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Mr. Watts, do you know a Mr. Landon Underhill?”
 
   Robert’s eyes narrowed.
 
   “Yeah, he’s my boss,” he said before quickly correcting himself. “He was my boss. What about him, what does he have to do with Wendy’s accident?”
 
   The officer looked as if he had been punched in the stomach. His face contorted.
 
   “Shit…your boss?”
 
   Robert got the impression that this comment was more for the officer than for him, so he refrained from answering.
 
   “Ah, man, this is…this is shit.” He folded his hands on his lap, regret clearly etched on his face. “Wendy was coming from Landon’s house when she crashed.”
 
   The man waited, expecting this to be a grand revelation, but the words rang hollow for Robert.
 
   “Landon? Why? What?”
 
   The officer swallowed and then leveled his eyes directly at Robert’s. 
 
   “He, uhh…he, uhh…well, your wife was with Mr. Underhill before she died, Mr. Watts. She was with him.”
 
   Robert grimaced.
 
   “What are—?”
 
   But then it hit him, and he knew. 
 
   Wendy was with Landon…Wendy was with Landon…Wendy was—
 
   “Wait, how the hell do you know?”
 
   The officer lowered his gaze. 
 
   “He was the first one on the scene…heard the crash from his house. The man was devastated and couldn’t stop blubbering…”
 
   Robert’s felt his lower lip start to tremble.
 
   “Fuck,” was all he could think of to say.
 
   How is this possible? Wendy was having an affair with my boss? 
 
   His mind turned to seeing that weasel Carl in the office only a couple hours ago, the man clearly getting some sort of sadistic pleasure at the power he had to fire him. 
 
   “Landon is at a business meeting…”
 
   Landon’s business was fucking his wife.
 
   Did Carl know about this? Did he know about this all along? Was he sitting at home, laughing at him? If he was, Robert hoped he choked on his goddamn bubblegum.
 
   “Mr. Watts,” the police officer said, drawing him back. “I know this is a lot, a whole hell of a lot to take in. And I am truly, truly sorry for your loss.”
 
   Robert didn’t know what to say to that, so he elected to say nothing at all.
 
   The officer took this as his cue to leave and slowly stood, pulling a business card from his wallet at the same time.
 
   “I want you to take this,” the officer said. “And if you need anything at all, please, just call. It doesn’t matter what it’s about, whether you have any questions of what to do next or if you just need someone to talk to.”
 
   Robert took the card in numb fingers and put it into his pocket without even looking at it.
 
   “Please, just call.” The man’s eyes were soft, kind.
 
   “Okay,” was all he could offer in response.
 
   Robert somehow managed to walk the man to the door, even though the fact that he was moving barely registered. 
 
   Wendy…dead…killed in a car accident…
 
   He assumed that the officer had gone into more detail, but he had drowned out pretty much everything that had come out of the man’s mouth after uttering those fateful words. Until, of course, he had mentioned Landon.
 
   Wendy was with Mr. Underhill. 
 
   Wendy was sucking on Landon’s big hard cock, Mr. Watts. She was giving him road head when she crashed, Mr. Watts. 
 
   Robert’s tears suddenly dried up. He opened the door and was greeted by a blast of cold, wet air. The rain had no intentions of letting up, it seemed. 
 
   The officer donned his cap, then turned back to face Robert one last time before leaving.
 
   “If you can, please consider visiting the morgue tomorrow…Marrivale Morgue…to identify the…the…” he let his sentence trail off, then cleared his throat. “It’s probably best that you don’t go alone, Mr. Watts.”
 
   Now it was Robert’s turn to clear his throat, which was oddly dry despite the scotch that he had just swallowed. 
 
   “I will, thank you again, Officer…?”
 
   “Officer Dwight. Kevin Dwight.” 
 
   Robert didn’t respond, and instead slowly closed the door as the officer continued to stare at him. When it was fully closed, the sound of the rain once again muted by the windows and doors, he felt an incredible loneliness fall over him. 
 
   Robert was truly and completely alone in this new house.
 
   His eyes slowly drifted upward, and he peered up at the large chandelier that dangled in the front foyer from the second-floor ceiling. It was ornate, covered in Swarovski crystals dangling from wrought iron arms.
 
   He hated that fucking chandelier…it had been Wendy’s choice.
 
   A thought suddenly came to him, one that seemed wholly selfish, yet oddly appropriate—pragmatic even. And it wasn’t about his wife fucking his ex-boss, but about the house, of all things. 
 
   How can I afford this place now that Wendy’s dead and I have no job?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Marrivale Morgue was actually located within Marrivale Hospital, which made sense to Robert. After all, they did autopsies at the hospital, so it was only practical that the bodies be kept there afterward.
 
   Strangely, Robert had slept well the night prior, likely a result of the alcohol and from the psychological exhaustion that had eventually crossed over to physical exhaustion. Unfortunately, when he’d awoken, he hadn’t even been afforded the temporary solace from the idea that everything had just been a horrible nightmare.
 
   He remembered everything.
 
   Wendy had cheated on him with his ex-boss and then had crashed her car in the storm and killed herself. Which brought him here, the morgue, to identify her body.
 
   He hadn’t woken Amy; he just couldn’t do it. There was nothing he could think of to say to her to make her understand, nothing would protect her heart from breaking into a million tiny pieces. He was a horrible father for leaving a nine, almost ten-year-old, alone in the house, a girl who would probably be terrified if she woke and no one was around.
 
   He knew that. And yet he still couldn’t bring himself to wake her.
 
   Roberts emotions were a confused mix of anger and sadness. And fear, loneliness, and hurt. All of these feelings coalesced and caused him to occasionally burst into tears, which would quickly evaporate and he would start swearing like someone suffering from Tourette’s. But now, approaching a thick woman huddled behind a desk, a semblance of calm had passed over him. It was tenuous, he knew, but hopefully he wouldn’t be here long.
 
   “Hi,” he said softly. “I’m not really sure where to go, can you help me?”
 
   The woman, who wore way too much eye makeup and had hair that looked freshly permed, indicated a red box off to Robert’s left with a soft chin.
 
   “Take a number,” she instructed.
 
   Robert looked at the red ticket machine, then at the other dozen or so patrons seated in the reception area.
 
   They can’t all be here to identify the dead, can they?
 
   He turned back to the lady at the desk.
 
   “I just want to know if I’m in the right place. If I am, then I’ll take a number.”
 
   The woman sighed and rolled her eyes as if simply opening her mouth was exhausting. 
 
   “Well, you need to tell me what you are here for if you want to know if you are in the right place.”
 
   Robert swallowed. All of a sudden, his throat felt tight.
 
   “I need to identify my dead wife,” he said, the words strange on his tongue. He expected tears to follow, but this time his face remained dry.
 
   The woman’s expression immediately softened, her tight eyes relaxing. She leaned closer to him.
 
   “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she offered. When Robert didn’t reply, she continued, “What is your name?”
 
   “Robert Watts.”
 
   The woman hammered away at her keyboard, then turned back to him, the same sadness clinging to her soft features.
 
   “Okay, Robert, what you want to do is to head down the hall here—you see the one with the beige paint?”
 
   Robert’s eyes followed her pudgy finger and he nodded.
 
   “And then you want to look for 116, okay?”
 
   Again Robert nodded.
 
   “But here’s the thing, there is no number on the door. Just look for the door between 114 and 118. Knock once, then they’ll open it and take it to where you need to go. I’ll call ahead so that they know you are coming. Again, I’m sorry—”
 
   “Thank you,” Robert interrupted her, and walked away before she finished her sentence. 
 
   Don’t go alone, Officer Dwight had suggested. But who was he supposed to come with? 
 
   Robert supposed he could have called his best friend Cal, but other than that, who? Amy was out of the question. Robert himself was an only child, and his parents had both died more than five years ago. Wendy had a sister, but they had been estranged for as long as he could remember. Even if he’d wanted to contact her, he would have no idea how. 
 
   Wendy’s parents? 
 
   He could have called them, he supposed, but he didn’t know if he could stomach spending more than a few minutes by their side. 
 
   Would he tell them about their daughter’s infidelity? Could he trust himself not to tell them while they stared at their daughter’s corpse?
 
   So when Robert pulled in front of the unmarked door between rooms 114 and 118, he did so alone.
 
   He had barely retracted his knuckles from the first rap on the dark blue metal before it was yanked open.
 
   A thin bald man with round spectacles peered out at him.
 
   “Mr. Watts?”
 
   For some reason, Robert was at a loss for words. The man waited patiently; clearly he had been in this situation before.
 
   Robert knew that all he had to do was nod, to say yes, maybe even just shrug to affirm that he was indeed Mr. Watts and he would be ushered inside. 
 
   But then he would have to see her, and he wasn’t sure how he would react. Then there was also the old adage that seeing was believing—and he didn’t want to believe any of this.
 
   In the end, his lack of response was as good as him showing his driver’s license.
 
   No, this was not the man’s first time showing a loved one’s corpse.
 
   “Please,” he said quietly, his beady eyes glancing down the hallway from behind his glasses. “Please, Mr. Watts. Come inside.”
 
   Robert swallowed hard and obliged. 
 
   “Follow me,” the doctor said after making sure that the door closed firmly behind Rob.
 
   They walked down a narrow hallway flanked by several doors, each with a different warning sticker affixed to them—some he recognized, some he didn’t—along with the ubiquitous ‘AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY’ tag in big, bold letters. The hallway ended abruptly at a gray door, from which hung a single sign: VIEWING ROOM.
 
   “In here,” the man instructed, and moved to pull the door wide. 
 
   It suddenly dawned on him that his wife, his dead, cheating wife, was behind this door. 
 
   And he wasn’t ready to see her just yet. 
 
   He reached out and grabbed the back of the man’s arm that poked out from beneath his blue scrubs. The doctor turned to face him before opening the door more than a crack. His eyebrows rose up his forehead expectantly.
 
   “Is she—is she in there?” Robert asked quietly.
 
   The man nodded. 
 
   “But they’re covered. There’s a separate viewing room that you can look through, or you can come right up to the, uh, bodies if you wish. It’s up to you.”
 
   Robert held the man’s arm fast, his breathing coming more rapidly now.
 
   Covered—as if she were asleep.
 
   “Mr. Watts? You have to sign off on the body, and I can’t let you do that if you don’t take a look. It will be quick, I promise. And your wife looks…she looks fine.”
 
   This confused Robert.
 
   Fine? How can she look fine when she’s dead?
 
   The pathologist shook his arm free and he pulled the door wide.
 
   “We can wait for as long as you want before I pull back the sheets, but please, we must get out of the hallway.”
 
   The man gestured for Robert to enter as he held the door open. Robert reluctantly shuffled through, his eyes nervously darting about the viewing room.
 
   It was a plain room, with blue walls lined by several black filing cabinets. There was a door immediately across from the one that they had just walked through, and beside that a large section of glass with a small ledge in front of it. Robert purposefully skipped over the glass and turned his attention to the ledge instead. On it were two pieces of paper and a pen.
 
   “Mr. Watts? I’m going to go into the room now. I won’t pull back the sheet until you are ready, okay? You just give me a signal. Then you have to sign the sheets and that’s it. You can set up the funeral arrangements right away. You just have to sign the papers, okay?”
 
   Robert swallowed hard and nodded. The pathologist reached out and laid a hand on his shoulder, drawing Robert’s gaze. His brown eyes were soft, sad. Not terribly unlike Officer Dwight’s had been last night.
 
   For a second, Robert wondered if he knew about Wendy—Wendy and Landon. The woman at the desk had had that same pathetic, puppy dog look.
 
   Did they all know? Am I just a huge joke to them?
 
   “It’ll be okay, Mr. Watts.”
 
   And then he dropped his hand and went into the other room, leaving Robert alone. 
 
   It took almost five minutes for him to gather the courage necessary to walk up to the window. It took another two before he could open his eyes.
 
   The area behind the glass looked to Robert like a typical, sterile hospital room. In the center of the room were two gleaming silver gurneys, both covered in plain white sheets. The pathologist stood by the larger of the two tables, his hand on the sheet by what Robert assumed was the head. He was staring patiently, waiting for his signal.
 
   Robert drew in a deep breath and then nodded to the man with the round spectacles. The gesture was returned, and then sheet was immediately raised and pulled down just enough to reveal Wendy’s face.
 
   For a second, nothing happened. Part of him had expected blood and gore, stitching like Frankenstein’s monster all over his wife’s face.
 
   But it wasn’t at all like that. 
 
   Instead, his wife looked serene, peaceful even. Robert tilted his head to one side to get a better angle, trying to view her head on. 
 
   Wendy’s hair had been pulled away from her face, and it looked a little damp, which was fine by him; it looked darker this way, less trashy, less bleached blonde. Her eyes were closed, and her cheeks were a little bit rosier than usual. Robert assumed that they had put makeup on them to cover the gray pallor that he had seen in movies and on TV. When his gaze fell on her lips, things went south. 
 
   Quickly.
 
   He felt a knot form in the pit of his stomach. 
 
   Wendy’s lips were too red, a shade of cherry he didn’t recognize. Robert’s own lips twisted into a sneer and a vision flashed in his mind.
 
   It was Landon, and he was hovering over Robert’s desk back at Audex. 
 
   “So, uh, Robbie,” he said in a velvety voice as he scratched at his thick beard. “You almost done the Butternut file? Need that before the weekend, Robbie.”
 
   Robert’s eyes flicked to the numbers on his computer screen. They were all wrong, all symbols and hieroglyphics, a jumbled mess that seemed to swell and shrink before his eyes.
 
   “Yeah, almost done.” 
 
   He looked back up again and was shocked to see that Landon was naked. The man snaked a hand between his legs and he began stroking his cock, which was impossibly huge. His white teeth broke through his black beard.
 
   “Good, ‘cuz I gotta get out of here, Robbie. Gotta go get Wendy’s cherry lips on this here cock. You know how it is.”
 
   Robert gagged, but even when he returned to reality, the man’s laughter continued to echo in his head. 
 
   “Put it back!” he shouted. “Put it back!”
 
   The pathologist frowned and he quickly threw the sheet back over Wendy’s face.
 
   Robert grabbed the pen and scribbled his signature at the bottom of the paper, not even bothering to make sure that he was signing in the correct spot.
 
   He felt dizzy and backed away from the glass. Even when the doctor held up his hand, asking him to stay, Robert kept retreating. 
 
   Wendy…how could you? With Landon? Why?
 
   His back slammed up against the black cabinets, which clanged loudly as they rocked back and forth, threatening to topple. Robert snapped to and rushed to the door, throwing it wide.
 
   And then he ran out of the viewing room, down the corridor with all the doors marked ‘AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY,’ and into the main hallway.
 
   Even when the pathologist yelled after him, shouting that he had to come back, that he had to view the bodies, Robert kept on running. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Wendy Watts’s funeral was a mostly private affair. It was a calm day, although if the weather reports were to be believed, the rains that had so poured down the night that she had died would be returning. 
 
   It was the calm before the storm, as they say—or maybe the calm between storms.
 
   There were only nine people in attendance, including Robert. There was Robert’s best and only friend, Cal Godfrey; Wendy’s parents, both of whom were wheelchair bound; Stephanie and Julie, two of Wendy’s coworkers from before she left the real estate firm to go out on her own; and of course Amy, who was glued to Robert’s side. 
 
   And then there was Landon, who not only had the gall to come to the funeral, but to wear that—instead of black, the man was wearing a pastel blue suit, white shirt, and no tie. Robert couldn’t even look at the man. 
 
   While neither he nor Wendy were particularly religious, Robert had asked a local priest to come by and say a few words anyway, mostly because he couldn’t bring himself to say anything. 
 
   It had been four days since Wendy had passed, and while Robert had slowly come to grips with the fact that she was gone, he was still at a loss as to how he felt about it. He loved her, at least he thought he had, but after finding out that she had been unfaithful—with Landon no less—he was conflicted. And this made him feel strangely guilty. With time, he hoped that he could come to grips with his emotions, remember the good times they had had together, forget the bad.
 
   But that would take time, he knew.
 
   Amy had taken the news better than he could have ever hoped. In fact, she almost seemed to know that bad news was coming, as if she had just felt that something wasn’t right. If anything, Amy had spent more time consoling him than he had her. 
 
   The priest finished his short eulogy, something generic that Robert, lost in thought, hadn’t paid much attention to, and then he turned expectantly to him.
 
   A morose silence fell over Wendy’s small section of the cemetery, a silence that was only occasionally broken by Wendy’s mother’s soft sobs and a bird chirping. When Robert didn’t react to the priest, the man nodded his head at him.
 
   What? Robert almost said out loud, feeling his face grow hot. I told you I don’t want to say anything.
 
   The priest had tried his best to convince him otherwise, of course, but Robert had declined at every opportunity. He just didn’t trust himself to do it justice, to keep his anger and frustration at bay. But now, with everyone watching, the priest…what? Expected him to go up there, emptyhanded, with nothing prepared, to say something? Something nice?
 
   Amy was sitting in the chair next to him, but when he looked over at her, he only saw the top of her head. He wondered how much at nine years old—Ten, I’m almost ten, Daddy—she actually understood about death, or life, for that matter. His conversations with her about that night had been abrupt, and the typically spritely and talkative girl had remained unusually quiet, content in mostly just nodding to whatever Robert said.
 
   You understand that Mommy’s not coming home, don’t you?
 
   A nod. 
 
   Do you want to talk about it, Amy?
 
   A shake of the head. 
 
   Are you going to be all right, Daddy?
 
   This line of conversation, or lack thereof, had been a recurring act over the past four days. Robert had done a quick Internet search on children grieving following the loss of one of their parents, and he was comforted by the fact that her behavior was completely normal. Even the fact that she refused to wear anything but her pink t-shirt and jeans that she had been sporting the night of the accident was normal. Unhygienic, maybe, but normal. The key was just to give her time, space, and maybe a change of environment. If that didn’t work, then counseling was highly recommended. Robert was hoping that it didn’t get to that point…for financial and personal reasons.
 
   “Psst, Robbo, you gonna say something?”
 
   Robert turned to his friend, who sat on the side opposite Amy.
 
   Callum Godfrey, known almost exclusively as Cal, was his oldest and closest friend. And now, seeing the paltry turnout for his wife’s funeral—including only Landon of all people from Audex, where he had spent more than a decade working—confirmed that the man was his only friend. Cal was short, chubby on the verge of being fat, with thinning brown hair and wide-set eyes. Like Landon, he had chosen against wearing a suit, but unlike his former boss, Robert held no disdain toward him for this; Cal didn’t own a suit, and never would. To Cal, a suit was like giving in to the man, succumbing to the evil, corrupt empire that ruled not only the US of A, but pretty much the entire globe. That little nugget of wisdom was only one of many that the man had gleaned during hours of scouring the Internet. Cal didn’t have a job, at least not in the traditional sense. If you asked him, he would say that staying afloat with all of the most recent conspiracy theories and government secrets was like holding two or three jobs.
 
   “Rob?” The man’s dark eyes were wide with expectation. Cal gently placed a chubby hand on his shoulder, encouraging him to stand. 
 
   At this point, with everyone’s eyes on him, Robert had little choice. 
 
   He made a mental note to speak to the priest about this later. 
 
   Robert stood, then turned to face the others, his eyes briefly bouncing from each member of the diminutive congregation. When his gaze fell on Landon, he stopped short.
 
   The man was crying; he was crying, while Robert couldn’t even seem to shed a single tear at Wendy’s funeral.
 
   None of this was fair. Landon was even out grieving him, if there was such a thing.
 
   Robert shook the thoughts from his head and cleared his throat.
 
   “I—I—Wendy will be missed. It’s a sad day when we lose someone so young, so tragically. I loved Wendy, and it will be difficult for our family to continue without her.”
 
   And with that, he sat, having completed the single worst eulogy in history. He imagined that executed murderers got more love than he had just expressed. But Robert just couldn’t bring himself not to say more, not with Landon Fucking Underhill standing there, crying his eyes out. 
 
   Crying because he had lost his fuck toy, while Robert had lost his wife.
 
   The priest gaped at him, a look of confusion on his leathery face. 
 
   What? I told you I didn’t want to speak!
 
   Cal leaned over, and Robert just knew that he was fighting the urge to say something; Cal always had something to say, and this something was usually wholly inappropriate. But Robert wasn’t in the mood. He kept his gaze straight and ignored him. Eventually, he felt his friend lean back in his chair.
 
   “Yes, ah, okay. It is indeed a shame, a terrible, terrible shame, but young Wendy Watts is with Our Father now, in Heaven above, looking down and over all of you.”
 
   With that, the priest made his way down from the small podium and turned his back to them, leaning over the grave site.
 
   Everyone else, including Robert, followed suit and rose from their plastic lawn chairs and made their way toward the dark brown casket. A funeral worker appeared out of nowhere and started to turn an obnoxiously loud crank that slowly lowered the coffin into the earth. Robert watched as his wife’s body moved farther and farther away from him. 
 
   More tears were shed as the crank clicked to a halt, an audible indication that Wendy had reached her final resting place. For some reason, to Robert the coffin seemed not just six feet under, but miles deep in the earth, separating them by an infinite expanse.
 
   As he made his way to the hole in the ground, he started to feel dizzy. Instead of saying his last words, as others had begun doing, Robert retreated back to where the chairs were and helped push his mother-in-law’s wheelchair up close. As he gripped the back of her wheelchair, he glanced over at Cal, who was pushing Wendy’s father’s wheelchair. The man shrugged, and Robert averted his gaze.
 
   After Wendy’s mother was done with her prayer, Robert wheeled her back. 
 
   Robert returned to the grave site and stared down at the dark brown casket, thankful that the disorienting sensation had passed. Still, instead of thinking about his wife at that moment and uttering some final words, he could only think of one thing.
 
   Robert could only think about how much the casket cost. 
 
   How much the entire funeral had cost him. 
 
   It was astronomical, which was probably why he had felt like he was falling into the grave with Wendy.
 
   At some point, Robert realized that he was the last person standing, and eventually, when he started to get uncomfortable, he felt someone at his side. At first he thought it was Cal, or Amy, but a quick glance revealed that it was the priest.
 
   “Would you like me to tell the others where the wake will be held?”
 
   The question took Robert by surprise. He hadn’t thought about a wake. In fact, aside from the funeral arrangements, he hadn’t thought much about what would happen after.
 
   Except, of course, about how he would—or wouldn’t—be able to afford the house, let alone the two cars.
 
   “No, no wake,” he said simply. Again the man gave him a look, and for a second, Robert felt like slapping him.
 
   Who are you to judge me? You don’t know me. You didn’t even know her. I have enough to worry about, raising a child on my own with no money and no job.
 
   But Robert wasn’t a violent man, never had been.
 
   “We can have a small service at my parish, if you would like,” the priest said softly. “I can have something set up in less than thirty minutes.”
 
   Yeah, and how much is that going to set me back?
 
   “No, thank you, but no.”
 
   The priest gave him another disapproving look, then turned to the others, who Robert saw had made a single file line behind him.
 
   “Robert would like to thank you all for coming, but has decided that there will be no wake—that he would like to mourn his wife’s passing alone.”
 
   There were some minor grumblings, and Wendy’s mother had a sour expression on her face, but that was okay. After all, Wendy had delegated both of her parents to a home the second they had become wheelchair bound. The geriatric woman had earned her right to grumble.
 
   Cal was first in line, and he approached with a neutral expression on his face. He reached out to shake Robert’s hand.
 
   Robert turned to Amy, who was at his side again.
 
   “Go play inside the home, Amy. Please.”
 
   The girl, nodded, her blonde head moving up and down. She looked paler than he remembered, and he once again wondered how what was going on in the girl’s head. 
 
   Cal gave him a queer look.
 
   “Robert? What about Amy? What do you—?”
 
   Robert shook his head.
 
   “Not now,” he said. Tears suddenly formed in his eyes. “Please, not now.”
 
   Cal nodded and shook his hand.
 
   Robert was embraced by Wendy’s two friends next, who were veritably sobbing, whispering in his ear that if he needed anything at all, to just call them. He politely thanked them for coming.
 
   Wendy’s mother was next. 
 
   Robert and Yolanda Liebowitz had never gotten along when Wendy was alive—heck, Wendy and her mother had never gotten along—and her death didn’t seem to have changed that.
 
   “Robert,” she said simply, with a curt nod.
 
   Wendy’s father, whose dementia seemed to have progressed significantly in the four months since they had last seen each other, said nothing at all, content to wheel after his wife.
 
   Landon was next, but Robert couldn’t even bring himself to look at the man.
 
   “Robert, I’m—”
 
   Robert made a disgusted face. Like the priest, he wanted to punch Landon. Instead, he did what came most naturally. 
 
   He simply walked away, leaving his ex-boss standing, dumbfounded, alone in his stupid pale blue suit. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   There was no wake for Wendy Watts, but that didn’t mean that there wasn’t any drinking. 
 
   Robert went to a local bar after the funeral. It was still early enough that they didn’t mind him bringing Amy in with him. They sat at a booth and he ordered a pint of his favorite IPA, and a glass of water and a plate of fries for his daughter. He didn’t have an appetite.
 
   When the waitress left, he turned to Amy. 
 
   “Amy, you sure you’re okay?” he asked. He felt stupid posing the same questions over and over again, but given his own internal turmoil, he had a hard time coming to grips with the fact that she seemed to be dealing with Wendy’s death better than he was.
 
   “Uh-huh,” she said with a nod. 
 
   Amy was nine years old going on fifteen, with rosy cheeks, a heart-shaped face, bright blue eyes, and a tiny mouth. She had pulled her blonde hair into a ponytail after the funeral, and now she sat in her pink t-shirt and jeans, her tiny hands folded politely on the table before her.
 
   Robert had to force the tears away then. However conflicted he felt about Wendy, Amy didn’t deserve to be raised without her mother.
 
   He leaned over and kissed her forehead. Her skin was cool on his lips.
 
   “You sure you’re feeling okay, sweetie?”
 
   Amy nodded again. 
 
   The bell over the door behind them chimed and Robert turned in time to see Cal bursting through, his small, wide-set eyes darting about the nearly empty bar. Robert lifted a hand and the man acknowledged his presence and came over, sliding into the booth across from Robert with a huff.
 
   The man’s face was red and he appeared to be sweating. 
 
   Before saying anything, Cal signaled for the waitress to come over. She returned, her lips pressed together tightly.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What’s your cheapest beer?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   Cal rolled his eyes.
 
   “You know, cheapest beer? Bottle or draft.”
 
   “I can get you a half-pint of our house draft for a buck.”
 
   Cal drummed his fingers on the table, before ending with a slapping crescendo.
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   The waitress hung around a moment longer, but Cal shooed her away. Only then did he turn to Robert.
 
   “Man, what a fucking day.”
 
   Robert glanced over at Amy, who was busy coloring on the piece of paper with the box of crayons that the waitress had brought over. She didn’t seem to notice the curse.
 
   “Hey, language, Cal.”
 
   Cal made a face.
 
   “What, you gettin’ all religious on me now?”
 
   Robert shook his head.
 
   “No, it’s just I don’t—”
 
   “Never mind. Look, I’m really sorry for your loss, man. But, man, I spoke to Wendy’s friend, the tall one with the big ti—uhh, breasts? She told me some crazy—”
 
   The waitress returned with their beverages and the plate of French fries. Robert slid the fries over to Amy, who took a break from coloring to grab one of them. 
 
   “Thank you,” Robert said, to which the woman responded with a grunt and left them alone again. Cal had that impact on people. He wasn’t a bad guy; in fact, he was a good, honest man, but he lacked much in the way of social graces. “Let’s not talk here, okay?”
 
   Cal looked around dramatically.
 
   “What? Why not? The place is practically empty.”
 
   “There’s—”
 
   “The waitress? Ah, she don’t give a shit.” If there was one thing that Robert could count on, it was Cal being gruff, coarse, abrasive, but also brutally honest. Wendy’s death didn’t seem to have changed that, or even soften it a little.
 
   Robert indicated Amy sitting beside him with a subtle head nod. Cal looked at him, a confused expression on his round face. 
 
   He still wasn’t getting it.
 
   Social graces? The man had none.
 
   “Let’s just go sit at the bar, okay?” he offered.
 
   Cal continued to stare at him.
 
   “You alright, man? I mean—”
 
   “Bar, Cal. Now.”
 
   Robert grabbed his beer and stood, and led the way to the bar. He grabbed the nearest stool so that he could keep an eye on Amy, and Cal followed suit.
 
   The man took a gulp of his beer, and then continued talking as if nothing had happened.
 
   “Anyway, I heard some shit…” He lowered his voice. “Wendy was having an affair?”
 
   Robert wasn’t sure if it was a question or statement, but he nodded anyway. He took a long sip of his beer.
 
   “She was fucking Landon.”
 
   Cal’s eyes went wide.
 
   “Landon? For Christ’s sake, that suit Landon? Your boss?”
 
   Cal’s incredulity was so palpable, that Robert nearly laughed despite himself. 
 
   “Ex-boss.”
 
   Cal’s face, expressive to begin with, now transitioned into a mask of confusion, his right eyebrow rising up his damp forehead.
 
   “Ex?”
 
   Robert turned his gaze to his beer, staring at the bubbles that slowly rose from the bottom to the foamy top.
 
   “Yeah, he fired me. The night Wendy died.”
 
   Cal whistled, and then he leaned in close, growing serious again.
 
   “Fuck, man, what a horrible thing. You okay?”
 
   Robert turned to look at Amy, who was munching on a fry and was back to drawing with her crayons again.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “I think I’ll be okay.”
 
   “What about money? You doin’ alright?”
 
   Leave it to Cal to ask about money at a time like this. 
 
   Still, that was one of Robert’s main concerns right now, in addition to the mental health of his daughter, of course.
 
   “I haven’t had a chance to look into it. We have some savings, but, man, things were tight even when Wendy was working…now with no salary? I dunno…”
 
   Cal took another sip of his beer, nearly finishing his glass.
 
   “What about the insurance?”
 
   Robert tilted his head.
 
   “Insurance?”
 
   “Yeah, life insurance for Wendy. I’m guessing she had some?”
 
   Robert thought about that for a moment. For some reason, the idea had never crossed his mind before.
 
   “Yeah, you know what? We did get insurance. A couple of years back.”
 
   Cal snapped his fingers.
 
   “Well, there you go. Solves that problem, at least for now. You gonna stick around?”
 
   “Stick around?”
 
   “Yeah, you know, in town? I mean, you know how these things are…with the rumors. That shit about Wendy fucking Landon is going to get out, you know. Sorry to say, but you know it will.”
 
   Robert cringed at the crassness of his friend’s words.
 
   They were direct, unsympathetic, and blunt. 
 
   But they were also true.
 
   “Never thought about that, either.”
 
   Cal finished his beer.
 
   “Yeah, well, you should. Think about it, that is. Change of location might be good, fresh start and all that jazz…put this all behind you.”
 
   Robert was taken aback. His wife had only died four days ago, and he was already expected to move on? Wasn’t that…wrong?
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about the job, either. Probably for the best. Audex was filled with a bunch of dick suits, anyway. Like that turd Landon. You’re better than them, Robbo. And you deserve better.”
 
   With that, he stood and surprised Robert by leaning in and giving him a strong hug.
 
   “Call me, man. Call me when you want to really talk.”
 
   Robert pushed him away gently.
 
   “That’s it? You leaving?”
 
   “Yeah, sorry, but I gotta jet. Don’t worry, though, I’ll come by later in the week. See what’s up.”
 
   Robert shrugged. If anyone else acted the way Cal did, Robert would probably shun the bastard. But not Cal. Cal was Cal, and despite all of his conspiracy theories and lack of any semblance of tact, he was a good friend—his best friend.
 
   “Thanks for coming, Cal.”
 
   Cal nodded and ran a hand through his greasy hair. 
 
   “See you soon, Rob. And go eat your fries, they’re getting cold.”
 
   Robert sat at the bar for a few minutes after Cal had left, sipping his ice-cold beer, mulling over what his friend had said.
 
   I could move away, start again. Why not? It would be good for me.
 
   He turned to look at Amy, whose tongue was pushed into her cheek as she colored vigorously with a blue crayon.
 
   It might be good for her, too. And the insurance money…
 
   Leave it to Cal to bring up money at a time like this, but Robert would be lying if he said the man’s comment hadn’t lifted his spirits. He couldn’t remember if they had opted for the hundred grand coverage or the two-fifty, but either way, any money right now would be a godsend. 
 
   They might be okay after all. 
 
   Robert finished his beer, and then asked for the check, which he promptly paid. Then he slid into the booth beside Amy.
 
   “What you drawing there, sweetie?”
 
   Amy looked up at him with her big blue eyes. 
 
   “It’s the ocean, Daddy.”
 
   Robert turned his gaze to the page, and his breath was taken away.
 
   It was beautiful; a detailed, frothing ocean, with waves lapping on a sand-covered shore. Robert glanced at the crayons, noting that several of the colors—the blue, the white, the brown—were reduced to near nubs.
 
   “Wow,” he said, staring at the incredibly detailed work of art. “It’s amazing.”
 
   “Thanks, Daddy.”
 
   He’d seen her artwork before, of course, but this far exceeded her skillset. In fact, it was so realistic that he couldn’t think of anything else to say. After nearly a minute, he cleared his throat, and turned back to her. 
 
   “You done with the fries?”
 
   Amy said that she was, and Robert reached over and popped one into his mouth. It was cold and tasteless.
 
   “You ready to go, then?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She held the picture out to him.
 
   “It’s for you, Daddy.”
 
   He leaned over and kissed her on the forehead again, then rolled up the placemat-sized drawing and stood, helping Amy out of the booth with him.
 
   They were about to turn and leave when Robert caught sight of Amy’s favorite toy, a soft pink and purple stuffed bunny rabbit on the bench.
 
   “Almost forgot your bunny,” he said, leaning back into the booth to grab it. He took Amy’s cool hand in his and they started for the door. “Let’s go home, sweetie. Let’s leave all of this behind us and go home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   “Unbelievable.”
 
   The mail had arrived that morning, consisting of the usual bills and flyers along with a few things addressed to Wendy. But none of those things gave Robert pause. It was an advertisement from Wendy’s old real estate firm informing that the market was great for sellers and asking him if he wanted to sell his house, that was the culprit. 
 
   He blinked hard, unsure if it was a just awful coincidence or if the bastards had found out about Wendy’s death and planted it on purpose.
 
   Robert looked around, staring at the large, open concept kitchen with the white cabinets and gleaming stainless steel appliances. It was a huge place for the three of them, and now that there were only two…
 
   He put the advertisement on the counter instead of throwing it out beside the rest of Wendy’s ail. But as he prepared Amy’s breakfast—it was Saturday, and she had slept in—his eyes kept darting toward the envelopes with his wife’s name on the front. 
 
   And then it dawned on him that not only was it acceptable for him to open her mail, but it was likely required. After all, he was stuck paying all the bills now that she was gone.
 
   “Amy, would you please come down for breakfast?” he hollered, sliding a fluffy pile of scrambled eggs onto her plastic plate and setting it on the table. He made himself a plate, then doled out the five slices of bacon—three for me, two for you. 
 
   As he waited patiently for Amy to make her way downstairs, he grabbed the first envelope. A pang of guilt struck him, and even though he knew that he shouldn’t feel this way, he couldn’t help it. 
 
   It was like Landon all over again, Wendy’s dirty secrets…
 
   Robert tore the envelope open and flipped to the last page. He was in the process of laying the pan in the sink, but when he saw the number at the bottom of the credit card bill, it slipped out of his hand and landed with a loud bang.
 
   A mistake…it has to be a mistake. 
 
   Like a child, he rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand.
 
   The figure didn’t change.
 
   Wendy’s credit card bill was just a hair under twenty thousand dollars. Nineteen thousand, six hundred and twelve dollars and forty-eight cents, to be exact.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” he said, trying to convince himself. “A mistake, that’s all it is…”
 
   But as he scanned the purchases—shoes, so many goddamn shoes—his heart started to race in his chest. When he added up the numbers, he suddenly had a hard time taking a full breath. 
 
   The numbers added up. 
 
   Twenty thousand dollars…how the hell can I pay twenty thousand dollars? How in God’s name can I pay that?
 
   Robert closed his eyes and aimed his head toward the ceiling, trying to calm himself with a few deep breaths.
 
   It didn’t work.
 
   “How the fu—?”
 
   “Who are you talking to, Daddy?”
 
   Robert’s eyes snapped open, and he turned to look at Amy, who had come into the room.
 
   He placed the bill on the counter with a trembling hand, using the real estate ad to cover it.
 
   “No one.” He offered with a weak smile. “Just reading something.”
 
   Amy eyed him suspiciously. Her bright blue eyes stared at him, unfaltering. 
 
   For once, Robert wished his daughter wasn’t so damn observant.
 
   “You sure you aren’t talking to Mommy?”
 
   The question took Robert by surprise.
 
   “Wha—what? No, sweetie. Mommy…Mommy’s gone. I thought—”
 
   Robert ran out of things to say.
 
   What a strange question.
 
   “Come here,” he said at last, and Amy walked over to him. He squeezed her tightly between his arms, trying not to cry.
 
   “I thought I heard her last night,” the girl whispered. “I thought I heard her in your room.”
 
   Robert squeezed even harder. 
 
   “No, sweetie. Mommy’s gone.”
 
   He thought of what Cal had said, that it might be good for him to get a new start. It would probably be good for Amy, too.  But where would they go? Especially now that he had a fucking 20k credit card bill to pay?
 
   It was Amy who eventually pushed away from him.
 
   “What’s for breakfast?” she asked, apparently already getting over their previous line of conversation.
 
   “Uhhh, just eggs and bacon, sweetie. I know you like your pancakes on Saturday, but Daddy was too tired.”
 
   Amy nodded.
 
   “That’s okay. I like eggs and bakey, too.”
 
   Robert gave his daughter a onceover, and he frowned.
 
   “Sweetie?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You think you can put on something else today? Those jeans are looking a bit grungy.”
 
   Amy looked down at herself. She was wearing the plain pink t-shirt and a pair of faded jeans again. Clutched in her hand by the ears was her pink and purple bunny rabbit.
 
   “I like these,” she said simply with a shrug. And then, as if that was a sufficient end to the conversation, she walked over to the table and pulled herself onto her chair. 
 
   Robert let it go, his attention returning to the credit card bill. 
 
   Twenty grand…
 
   Amy was a notoriously slow eater, and was again quiet this morning as she picked at her breakfast. Robert, suddenly not hungry, stood at the counter, watching her as he sipped a cup of hot coffee.
 
   He should have been thinking about looking for a job, or calling the real estate agent that had dropped the flyer in his mailbox. But he wasn’t. Instead, he was thinking about what Cal had said to him about the life insurance. 
 
   After he had returned from the bar the day of the funeral, he had found a bill for the monthly insurance, which had offered him some temporary relief to his anxiety. 
 
   They had insurance after all. Except the bottom half of the report had been torn off, probably by Wendy, who was always looking for scrap paper to write down houses that might go on the market while she drove around in her Beamer. So the fact that they had insurance wasn’t completely assuring, because Robert had no idea how much they had. And now, with Wendy’s bills…
 
   Robert grabbed the phone and peeked over at Amy, who had become disinterested in what was left—most—of her breakfast, and had instead started playing with her bunny again.
 
   Mr. Gregorius, she called him. A strange name, but Robert didn’t mind. It was creative, like her picture of the ocean that he had kept from the bar and had stuck to the fridge.
 
   “Sweetie?”
 
   Amy looked up at him, and he was once again struck by the innocence in her face. It made Rob’s heart break, fissures that were quickly filled with anger.
 
   If you hadn’t been out fucking Landon, then none of this would have happened. 
 
   An image of Landon in his pale blue suit at the funeral came to mind, only in this version he wasn’t crying but smiling; he was grinning, his impossibly white teeth standing out from his dark beard like drops of milk in molten chocolate.
 
   “Yes?” Amy asked, and Robert shook his head.
 
   “You think you can go upstairs and play with Mr. Gregorius for a little while?”
 
   He had expected a whine, but was surprised when she quickly said, “Sure,” and stood.
 
   “I’ll come get you in a bit, okay, sweetie?” 
 
   She nodded, and he tousled her hair as she walked by. 
 
   Robert took another sip of coffee and waited until he heard Amy’s soft footsteps make it to the top of the stairs and then down toward her room. Only then did he dial the insurance company.
 
   The security protocol to access his file over the phone was comparable to entering Fort Knox. Robert counted eight menus, and for each one he had to type in various numerical data—his birthday, his wife’s birthday, his Social Security number, Wendy’s Social Security, half of the shit he was sure he got wrong—before a human actually answered.
 
   “May I have your name and policy number, please?” a woman with a thick accent asked. She sounded like the most bored person in the world.
 
   Robert was incredulous.
 
   “What? Are you serious? I have blisters from typing in all of this information.”
 
   “It’s for your own protection, sir.”
 
   Robert rubbed his forehead, trying to remain calm. He reluctantly told her his name and policy number.
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Watts. Now, how may I help you today?”
 
   Robert was suddenly at a loss of words. Calling the insurance company had seemed so logical a few moments ago, but now that he had to mention Wendy and her death, it just felt wrong…the idea of profiting from his wife’s death, no matter how unfaithful she had been, just seemed so wrong.
 
   “Mr. Watts?”
 
   He cleared his throat, then listened to make sure that Amy wasn’t within earshot. Confident that she wouldn’t be able to hear, he whispered into the phone.
 
   “Yes, well, my wife died—a car accident. I just—I just need to put a claim in?”
 
   Fucking idiot. 
 
   The words sounded so strange out loud, and they only served to intensify his guilt.
 
   Keep it together, Rob. You did nothing wrong—it was Wendy who wronged you.
 
   He sighed.
 
   And now you’re blaming your dead wife. 
 
   “Mr. Watts, I am very sorry to hear about your loss.” The woman’s words rang hollow, more scripted than a high school musical.
 
   “Thank you,” he replied.
 
   “Let me just…” He heard clacking of a keyboard. “Ah, yes, I see here that your wife recently called to change the policy…it was a car accident, you said?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay, well you’re covered for up to 50k for accidental death.”
 
   Robert made a face and shook his head.
 
   “Only fifty? I thought it was more…” He could barely believe the words that were coming out of his mouth now. “I mean, I thought—“
 
   “Lemme just…ah, I see here that the primary policy holder downgraded from 250k to 50k less than six months ago.”
 
   Primary policy holder…that, of course, was Wendy. 
 
   Robert looked skyward. It was just his luck. 
 
   And then he scolded himself for considering his bad “luck” when Wendy was the one who was dead.
 
   What the hell is wrong with you?
 
   He cleared his throat.
 
   “So, what is the next step? I mean, do I have to send you something?”
 
   “You need to send us a copy of the death certificate, and then we will begin our investigation. You just send us a photo of the certificate, if you would like.”
 
   A photograph? I need a blood sample to access a human via their phone system, but I can send a photograph of the death certificate?
 
   None of this made sense to Robert.
 
   “Okay, fine,” he said, feeling a headache starting to build behind his eyes. “Wait, did you say an investigation?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Watts. Every vehicular death needs to be investigated for possible intoxication.”
 
   “No, my wife, Wendy, she wasn’t drinking, she—”
 
   “It’s just policy, Mr. Watts.”
 
   Of course. Policy.
 
   “It will take a week or so, then we will get back to you with our decision.”
 
   Robert thanked her and then hung up.
 
   He felt dirty, like he needed a shower, which was exactly where he was headed when a knock at the door stopped him in his tracks. The sound startled him, and his heart skipped a beat. He was immediately brought back to the stormy night when Officer Dwight had arrived at his doorstep with the news of Wendy.
 
   It’s nine fifteen…who could be knocking now?
 
   As he made his way to the door, he had visions of one of the neighbors with a casserole dish standing on the stoop. But even before he pulled the door wide, he knew that this wasn’t the case.
 
   Having only lived in their home for a few months, they had never even met the neighbors. 
 
   He wasn’t disappointed.
 
   The man on the doorstep was of medium height and build, with a square jaw and closely cropped blond hair. He was wearing a worn navy pea coat that covered a slick black suit, black tie, and white shirt, all of which was much too warm for the weather.
 
   “May I help you?” Robert asked suspiciously.
 
   “Robert Watts?”
 
   “Yes,” he replied, instinctively blocking the entrance to the house with his body.
 
   The man extended a hand, but for some reason Robert hesitated. When he saw that the man was only offering a letter, he breathed more freely.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “A letter. From your aunt.”
 
   Robert was in the process of reaching out for it, but the man’s words gave him pause. 
 
   “Aunt? I have no aunt.”
 
   The man ignored the comment and pulled his black slacks up at the thighs before crouching on his haunches.
 
   “Hi there,” he said, his previously deadpan expression becoming a grin.
 
   Robert turned and was surprised to see Amy standing in the foyer.
 
   “Amy, what—?”
 
   But then he saw the fear in her face, and a large, dark stain started to form on her crotch. Before he could run to her, she looked up at him with her big blue eyes.
 
   “I don’t like him, Daddy,” she whispered. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Robert rushed to Amy and swept her off her feet.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, turning back to face the blond man in the doorway. “We’ve been through a lot lately.”
 
   He glanced down at Amy in his arms, trying to get her to look at him, but her eyes were locked on the man with the letter.
 
   He kissed her forehead gently. 
 
   “It’s okay, sweetie,” he whispered. This time, her eyes flicked up to him. Like her forehead, they were cold and pale.
 
   “I don’t like him, Daddy.”
 
   Robert’s brow furrowed, but he bit his tongue.
 
   How can you not like him? You’ve never met him before.
 
   Turning his back to the man at the door, making sure that Amy could no longer see him, he said, “Go on upstairs, sweetie. Go get changed. Daddy will only be a minute.”
 
   Amy needed no other encouragement, as she basically scrambled her way out of his arms to get to the floor and then bounded up the stairs, not looking back. Robert watched her go, a look of concern on his face. 
 
   He shook his head and then turned back to the man at the door, offering him a weak smile as an apology.
 
   “I’m sorry about that,” he said again.
 
   The man held up a hand.
 
   “No, that’s perfectly all right. I understand.”
 
   The choice of words seemed strange to Robert, as he couldn’t read in the man’s face if he had meant the comment in a colloquial sense, or if he somehow knew of Wendy’s passing.
 
   Robert jammed his hands into his jean pockets and shrugged.
 
   “I’m sorry…you said something about an aunt? A letter?”
 
   “Ah, yes, I came bearing a letter from your aunt.”
 
   Again he held out the slightly off-white envelope and this time Robert took at.
 
   “Why don’t you come in?” he said, his attention focused on his name on the front of the envelope. There was no stamp, no return address, only his name—Robert Watts—in bold black letters.
 
   He flipped it over and observed the back.
 
   Again, it was nondescript, only marked by a small dot of glue in the center holding it closed. When he detected no movement in his periphery, Robert raised his gaze.
 
   “Please,” he repeated. “Come in.”
 
   The man nodded briskly, then stepped into the house and closed the door behind him.
 
   “What’s your name?” Robert asked as he threaded a finger under the glue on the back of the envelope.
 
   “Sean. Sean Sommers. I work for your aunt—run errands, drive her around if need be. But, as you will see”—he indicated the letter with his chin—“she hasn’t been out in a while.”
 
   “Well, Sean, sorry to disappoint, but I don’t have an aunt.”
 
   Robert scanned his face for a reaction. There was none. 
 
   “Your name is Robert Watts, is it not?”
 
   Robert nodded.
 
   “Always been. But my father was an only child, and my mom’s sister died a long time ago.”
 
   An uncomfortable silence fell over the two men. But then Sean smiled, a tight smile that was as unnerving as the silence had been, and he held up both palms.
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you, Robert. But Ruth was adamant that you are her nephew.”
 
   Ruth?
 
   Robert flicked the envelope with his finger, releasing the glue. He reached inside and pulled out a piece of reinforced paper.
 
   “You sure it’s me? I mean, there has to be more than just one Robert Watts in the—”
 
   The man’s smile grew, and Robert became increasingly uncomfortable. 
 
   Maybe inviting this man into my home wasn’t such a good idea.
 
   A vision of Amy as she wet herself flashed in his mind.
 
   I don’t like this man, Daddy.
 
   “It’s you, Robert.”
 
   They locked eyes for a moment, and Robert was convinced that Sean believed what he was saying to be true. It couldn’t be true, of course, but this man believed that it was true.
 
   His eyes flicked down to the letter and he started to read.
 
    
 
   Robert,
 
   We have never met, but I am your aunt. I am old and ill, and I need someone to take care of me in my final days. I also require your help in arranging a few of my last affairs before I pass on.
 
   As the last of my kin, and in return for your service, I will bequeath you my estate. 
 
   I do not want to die alone.
 
   If you are to come, you must do so soon. I fear there is not much time.
 
   Regards,
 
   Ruth Harlop
 
    
 
   On the back of the simple letter was an address—a street that he didn’t recognize, but in a borough he knew to be just a few hours north of the city.
 
   The letter was simple and to the point, which was worth something, at least. He carefully put the paper back inside the envelope and then tapped the corner against his palm, his eyes still downcast.
 
   After a pause, Robert took a deep breath, then held the envelope out to Sean.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t have an aunt. And besides, it’s really not the right time for me.”
 
   Sean’s face didn’t change.
 
   “Keep the letter. And if you change your mind, I would advise you to hurry. The house—the house is…”
 
   He let his sentence trail off, and Robert waited. Eventually the man continued.
 
   “You should consider coming out to take a look, Robert. Just a look.”
 
   Robert didn’t respond, and the man turned and opened the door and saw himself out.
 
   “Goodbye, Robert. It was pleasant to meet you.”
 
   “Sean,” Robert said with a nod.
 
   This whole encounter was starting to give him the creeps. He watched the man make his way slowly down the driveway and then get into an idling black Buick with dark tinted windows.
 
   The man never looked back.
 
   For several minutes, Robert watched the space where the car had been parked. Then he took out the letter and read it a second time.
 
   As the last of my kin, and in return for your service, I will bequeath you my estate.
 
   Estate…not house or home.
 
   Robert imagined a sprawling, three-story colonial painted a decadent white. Pure opulence, pure class. He shook his head, and then made sure to lock the door before quickly making his way upstairs. He was outside Amy’s door when his cell phone suddenly rang.
 
   “Jesus,” he murmured, his heart racing. He clicked accept and brought the phone to his ear.
 
   “Robbo? You all right?”
 
   Robert leaned his head against Amy’s door and closed his eyes.
 
   No. Not really.
 
   “Same as before,” he said, conscious of the fact that Amy might be listening. “I just had the strangest visit, Cal.”
 
   He told him an abbreviated version of Sean Sommers’s visit, leaving out parts about his aunt being on her death bed, and instead opting for her going on an ‘extended vacation,’ with the hopes that the man would catch his meaning. Judging by his friend’s follow-up questions, he had caught his drift. Cal was a different kind of person; sometimes he picked up on the subtlest of nuances, while at other times he was as oblivious as a blind otter in a gator tank…particularly in social situations, which had let to many an awkward encounter.
 
   “Huh. And you don’t remember any aunt?”
 
   “No, Cal. It’s not that I don’t remember an aunt, it’s that I don’t have one.”
 
   Cal made a hmph sound.
 
   “And how can you be sure?”
 
   This response took him by surprise, and he didn’t have an immediate answer.
 
   “Look, what could it hurt? I mean, even if you aren’t blood relatives, she thinks you are, right? An old, dying woman trying desperately to find someone to share what she has in the world with someone…and that someone is you. Besides, don’t you think it would be good to get out of the house for a while? Get away from the things that remind you of—”
 
   “Take my mind off things by going to see”—Robert cupped a hand over his mouth—“a dying woman? How does that make sense?”
 
   He could almost hear Cal shrug.
 
   “Not the same. She’s old. I would just consider it, is all.”
 
   Robert chewed his lip, the vision of the stately home coming to mind…one that didn’t come with a mortgage that he couldn’t pay.
 
   “Maybe…”
 
   “I can come with you if you want,” Cal offered.
 
   “Maybe,” he repeated.
 
   A whimper came from inside Amy’s room.
 
   “Listen, I gotta go, Cal. We’ll take soon.”
 
   He hung up the phone before Cal could respond and then he pulled the door wide.
 
   Amy was sitting cross-legged on the floor, holding Mr. Gregorius’s arms out to his sides. She was in her underwear.
 
   “Amy? You okay, sweetie?”
 
   She turned to look at him, the fear that had been in her eyes evidently having passed.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   He walked over to her and slowly teased the bunny from her grasp.
 
   “What would you and—” He tried to make rabbit noises, but they came out more like pig snorts. Amy laughed, which made Robert smile. He couldn’t remember the last time he had heard his baby girl laugh. “What would you and Mr. Gregorius say about going on a bit of a road trip up to Hainsey County?”
 
   Something passed over her face, something reminiscent of what had happened downstairs when she had uttered, ‘I don’t like him, Daddy.’ It was as if her usually crisp blue eyes had fogged over, becoming just slightly opaque. But before he could focus on them, they regained their usual clarity.
 
   “Sure,” she said. “And Mr. Gregorius doesn’t make pig noises, Daddy. Or rabbit noises.”
 
   Robert tossed the rabbit at her and she caught it.
 
   “Well, then, Mrs. Zoologist, what sounds does he make?”
 
   Amy shook her head.
 
   “Mr. Gregorius talks, Daddy. He talks just like you and me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Amy had recovered quickly; whatever had spooked her when Sean came to the door had been fleeting, it seemed. A manifestation of the stress from the funeral, from everything since Wendy had died.
 
   Robert didn’t blame her.
 
   The drive to what his map called the Harlop Estate was pleasant enough, and it served its purpose: with the windows low and music chirping from the speakers, for a brief time Robert was able to clear his head, to not think about death or bills. 
 
   But as he neared the end of the two-hour drive, he realized that the sky was getting progressively darker. He rolled up the window and instructed Amy to do the same.
 
   By the time he pulled up to the large wrought iron gates outside 344 Central Lane, the only house at the end of an otherwise empty rural street, he feared that not only was it going to rain, but it was going to pour the way it had the night Wendy died.
 
   Robert shuddered.
 
   Wendy…
 
   Her face, as it had been in the morgue, flashed in his mind in that moment, and he felt a pang of sadness. Regardless of the fact that Wendy had been sleeping with Landon, she hadn’t always been unfaithful—she couldn’t have been. He missed the way she used to be, the way they used to hug and kiss and hang out naked in their dorm room in what seemed like another life.
 
   There was a Wendy that he loved, and although she had become more introverted and generally severe over the years, and her sleeping with Landon hurt him deeply, Robert knew that there was a part of him that would always be empty now that she was gone. 
 
   Empty…
 
   Robert’s eyes flicked up to the rearview mirror and they fell on Amy’s face as she stared out the window at the large, ornate wrought iron gates in near wonderment.
 
   She has Wendy’s mouth, he realized. When he concentrated further, mentally superimposing Wendy’s face over top of hers, he realized that they shared more than just the same plump lips. Although Amy’s face was heart-shaped while Wendy’s had been more angular, they had the same smallish nose and large blue eyes. Even their hairlines, complete with a short widow’s peak that could only be seen when their hair was pulled back, were the same.
 
   Robert sniffed and forced the sadness away. 
 
   Be strong.
 
   “Sweetie, what do you think?” 
 
   “It’s…interesting,” Amy replied hesitantly, her eyes glued to the window as she spoke.
 
   Her response pretty much reflected Robert’s opinion exactly.
 
   Despite the darkening clouds and sky, he was still able to see through the gates and up the winding drive that was at least seventy-five feet long. The fence, which like the gates was made of ten-foot-tall wrought iron, extended in either direction and contained a vast expanse of overgrown lawn within. With a little spit shine and elbow grease, Robert imagined that this would make for a pretty impressive entrance.
 
   The house itself, however, was another story—and far from his visions of a pristine colonial. 
 
   Robert couldn’t help but tilt his head, and he barely managed to stifle a whistle. 
 
   Aunt Ruth, or whoever the hell she was, lived in a massive two-story estate, the front of which was slightly recessed relative to the two sides and flanked by what appeared to be old, leaden widows. The front was punctuated by large wooden double-doors that stood nearly ten feet tall. Although it was difficult to tell in the foreboding sky, the estate appeared to be a pale gray. Despite being in a serious state of disrepair, complete with cracks in both some of the windows and the massive bricks that made up the exterior, the Harlop Estate was still an impressive sight, if mostly due to the sheer size of the footprint.
 
   In front of the estate, the drive swooped around an eight-foot oxidized green statue that stood proud in the center of a dried up fountain. It was hard to tell, but from Robert’s vantage point from the driver’s seat, it looked like a cherub, short and stout, with small wings pressed close to his back.
 
   All right, interest piqued.
 
   “It sure is interesting,” he admitted. “Now to find a way in…”
 
   Robert glanced to his left and he saw an old, worn metal box with a single gray button and slats affixed to a metal pole.
 
   Intercom, he thought immediately.
 
   Maneuvering his car up next to the intercom, Robert rolled down his window. A strong gust of cool wind immediately hit him and drew a prolonged shiver. He glanced back to see if Amy was cold, but she didn’t seem to notice the change in temperature; the girl’s blue eyes appeared transfixed on the house in the distance.
 
   A storm is coming soon—a big’un, as they say. 
 
   Robert decided to pick up the pace, not wanting to be stuck in the rainstorm given everything that had happened. He leaned out the window with the intention of pushing the gray button, but before he reached it, a high-pitched squeal cut through the heavy air.
 
   “Jesus!” he cried, instinctively covering his ears with both hands. “Cover your ears, Amy!” 
 
   He glanced in the rearview and noticed that she was already covering one ear with her hand, and was using Mr. Gregorius to cover her other. She had also folded the bunny’s ears down, he noted.
 
   Movement in front of the car caught his eye, and Robert returned his attention to the gate. It had started to open, but the hinges were so rusty that they struggled against the whirring of an unseen motor.
 
   Another squeal cut through the air, and Robert pushed his hands even harder against the sides of his head. The noise was like a pickax strike to his brain. When the gate chuffed awkwardly and the high-pitched screech abated, Robert took his left hand off his ear and quickly rolled up the window.
 
   When the gate was halfway open, it appeared to get stuck. Robert waited for a moment to see if it would continue opening, but nothing happened. With a shrug, he glanced quickly on either side of the vehicle to try and gauge whether or not his car would fit though. 
 
   It was going to be close.
 
   “What do you thi—?” The words came out like a shout, and he flexed his jaw to pop his ears. “Sorry. What do you think, Amy? Can we fit through?”
 
   Amy gave the opening her own cursory onceover. 
 
   “I think so,” she surmised, and Robert smiled at her serious expression.
 
   He glanced up again and slowly eased his foot off the brake. For some reason, Sean Sommers’s face flashed in his mind, followed by the back of his navy pea coat as he headed from Robert’s stoop toward his Buick.
 
   Huh—where’s Sean? And how the hell did his car fit through this?
 
   Robert’s car, a more practical Mazda 3, was much narrower, and he wasn’t confident that he could get through without banging his side mirrors on the iron gates. 
 
   The car inched forward at a snail’s pace, and when it passed through with less than an inch on either side, a sense of pride washing over Robert.
 
   “Just,” he told Amy in the backseat. “Just.”
 
   As the Mazda crept along the winding drive, Robert tried to take in more of the property; it was in worse shape than he had first thought. The driveway itself wasn’t made of gravel, but of interlocking brick that was in such poor shape that it crunched beneath his tires. When he reached the cherub statue, he slowed further still to take a better look. There was a layer of slime in the bottom of the basin, and even from the driver’s seat he caught a shudder of movement at the bottom. Lip curled in disgust, he averted his gaze.
 
   And yet this wasn’t the most disturbing part of the scene. 
 
   The angel or cherub’s eyes were X’d out with what looked like white paint. 
 
   Robert pressed the gas pedal, hoping that Amy hadn’t already noticed the creepy statue.
 
   “Look at the door!” he said quickly in a lame attempt to distract her. 
 
   But as he followed his own instructions, he realized that the door was impressive for reasons other than its immense size. Made of solid, dark wood with thick knots and deep grooves moving vertically up its length, it was attached to the brick with massive metal hinges.
 
   It looked like a relic from the fifteen hundreds, an antique rescued from a dilapidated church, perhaps.
 
   Robert brought the car to a stop in front of the crumbling steps leading up to the entrance.
 
   “Adventure, Amy,” he said preemptively. “Think of this as an adventure.”
 
   Before she could respond, worried that she might complain, Robert put the car into park and opened the door, steeling himself against a wind that never came. 
 
   Breathing the stale, musty-smelling air, he unclicked Amy from her booster seat and helped her out of the car. 
 
   “Well?” he asked as they walked the short distance to the front steps and gazed up at the massive door. “What do you think?”
 
   When Amy didn’t immediately respond, Robert glanced down at his daughter. He was surprised to see that she still had Mr. Gregorius pressed to her ear.
 
   “Amy?”
 
   She turned her eyes to him.
 
   “Mr. Gregorius says he is going to have lots of friends here.”
 
   Robert chuckled, and with his daughter’s hand in his own, he made his way up the ten or so steps, avoiding the worst of the broken sections that looked all too eager to twist their ankles.
 
   “Don’t know about that, sweetie…doesn’t look like anyone has lived here in years.”
 
   When he reached the door, he was again struck by the sheer immensity of it. From a distance, he had thought the door was eight or maybe ten feet tall, but now that he was within a foot of the thing, he had to crank his neck to see the top.
 
   Don’t make ‘em like this anymore.
 
   He shrugged, then brought his knuckles up, poised to knock, when he heard the sound of a metal bolt sliding from somewhere inside the house.
 
   Instinctively, he shuffled backward, pulling Amy with him. His heel slipped on the well-worn brick step, and for a moment he teetered. 
 
   Amy gave him a stiff yank and he regained his balance. 
 
   “Thanks,” he said with a smirk. 
 
   When he turned back to the double-doors, he was surprised to see that the left one had opened a crack. Unlike the gate behind them, these doors opened smoothly, silently. 
 
   Robert strained to peer inside the two-inch opening. The interior was almost pitch black and he couldn’t make out much.
 
   “Hell—”
 
   But then a raw, scratchy voice drew his attention downward.
 
   Just a few inches above Amy’s head, a single eye encased in leathery lids stared out at them.
 
   Robert resisted the urge to recoil.
 
   “Robert Watts?” the woman—and it was a woman, judging by the thin strands of long white hair that fell over her one visible eye—demanded.
 
   Robert gaped, but said nothing. To the woman, however, this was as good as an affirmation, and she receded back into the shadows of the Harlop Estate.
 
   “Come in,” she instructed from the depths. “I can’t open the door any wider by myself.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The elderly woman with the liver-spotted skin and thin white hair collapsed into a rusted wheelchair the second Robert and Amy crossed the threshold of the Harlop Estate. Her body slumped, and then she reached behind the chair, grabbed an oxygen mask and put it to her face, breathing deeply. As he waited for her to catch her breath, Robert looked around to the soundtrack of the hissing dark green oxygen tank.
 
   The inside of the estate was in better condition than the outside, but only marginally so. As Robert’s eyes skipped across the sparse furniture—all old, antique wood covered in a thick layer of dust—he realized that this wasn’t a result of someone taking better care of the interior, but simply a lack of elements available to wreak havoc.
 
   Directly behind the woman in the wheelchair was a grandiose staircase, the kind that you see in movies, from which the prom queen descends to the cheers of her adoring fans. Only in this place, in the Harlop Estate, the staircase was dark, the old-fashioned pattern on the carpeting so worn that it had simply become a murky brown, and there was no prom queen—only an old, sick, wheelchair-bound woman.
 
   To the right of the staircase was a closed door that Robert assumed led to a galley kitchen, while to the left, he could make out the dim outline of several couches covered in dust, a round wooden table, and a fireplace—a sitting room of sorts.
 
   “Robert,” Ruth said, drawing his attention back. 
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Close the door.” 
 
   For some reason, despite the raw and hoarse quality of the woman’s voice, it had an insistent quality that was difficult to ignore. Robert turned and, with both hands flush against the backside of the open door, shoved.
 
   The door swung closed and immediately latched with moderate effort.
 
   “And what’s your name, little one?”
 
   Although he detected no malice in Ruth’s rough voice, Robert still felt uncomfortable when she held out a withered claw for Amy to shake. Obviously Amy felt the same revulsion, as although she stepped forward, she didn’t shake the woman’s hand. Instead, she shoved her stuffed bunny into her open palm.
 
   The woman smiled and gave the animal a weak squeeze.
 
   “Mr. Gregorius says he knows you,” Amy said. 
 
   “Ah, yes, well there are many rabbits here, my love,” she wheezed, and then broke into a cough. Robert made a move to go to her, but she stopped him by holding up a leathery hand. “I’m fine.”
 
   Robert looked to Amy, whose attention was now focused on her stuffed rabbit.
 
   Mr. Gregorius…
 
   The name was strange and slightly embarrassing, and Robert felt his cheeks go warm.
 
   “Well, Robert, my name is—”
 
   Robert shook his head, cutting her off. All of this, from the statue with the X’d out eyes to the rusted wheelchair, were giving him a bad vibe.
 
   “I’m sorry, but there’s been some sort of mistake. I’m not your nephew.”
 
   The woman smiled even larger now, revealing a mouth filled with only a smattering of teeth. Her face was sallow, her skin heavily lined like elephant hide. If it weren’t for her small nose, as opposed to something long and pointed, he would have thought her witch-like.
 
   The thin white hair and blotchy scalp that peeked through weren’t helping her cause, however.
 
   “I’m afraid there has been a mistake,” she admitted, her green eyes that were barely visible in the sunken pits that housed them now glaring at him.
 
   Robert put a hand on Amy’s shoulders and slowly began to guide her backward.
 
   “I am sorry, then. We’ll just—”
 
   “There’s been a mistake, but it has nothing to do with how we are related, Robert. You are my nephew, of that I am sure.”
 
   Robert made a face.
 
   “You’re sure? How can you—?” But the woman was suddenly overcome with another coughing fit, and Robert was again inclined to go to her. This time she didn’t refuse his help. 
 
   He quickly moved behind her, glancing briefly at the wheelchair that was rusted to next to nothing in some places, and then, with an open palm, began to gently tap her back.
 
   The feeling of the bones beneath Ruth’s thin black robe, the jutting of her spinal cord and her protruding ribs, was so awful that he almost quit after three taps. As it was, he was barely touching her, and yet he feared that even that was too aggressive as with every tap she rocked forward in the chair, dangerously close to falling out.
 
   Ruth snaked a hand behind her body, and Robert instinctively slunk away from it. The finger joints were so thick that he doubted she would have been able to either form a fist or straighten her hand; it was destined to remain a claw.
 
   A quick glance revealed that Amy was staring at him, and he felt a teachable moment coming on.
 
   She’s old and sick, not a freak. Have some compassion.
 
   Looking at her hand, he realized that the oxygen tube leading to the mask that she had put over her nose and mouth had snagged on a rusted screw and was cutting off the flow. He unhooked it and then stepped in front of her.
 
   The mask fogged and then defogged several times before she pulled it away again and finally finished her train of thought.
 
   “Robert, you are my nephew. I just didn’t know that your daughter would be joining us.”
 
   Robert patted Amy’s blonde head.
 
   “We felt that coming to Hainsey County would be an adventure.”
 
   The woman wiped spittle from her lips with the back of her hand and smirked.
 
   “Oh, it will be an adventure all right. Please, let me show you around.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The tour, if it could be described as such, took them first to the room with the fireplace, then through the closed door of what Robert had correctly assumed was a galley kitchen—Where you will cook my meals, he was told in so many words—to the large glass doors that led out to the back of the property.
 
   There was more to the house, much more, including a basement, and several great dining halls behind the regal staircase, but Aunt Ruth assured him that their usefulness had long since passed.
 
   It was getting upstairs that prove the biggest issue, and several times as he waited patiently for Ruth to make it to the next step, Robert wondered why the crooked woman even bothered—why she didn’t just take up permanent residence on the main floor. Lord knows it was more than large enough for the woman. Twice he almost said as much, but the woman’s determination, taking nearly a full minute on each of the steps she hobbled up, stayed his tongue. 
 
   There was a second wheelchair on the top landing, which Ruth promptly collapsed into as if she had just completed a marathon. 
 
   There were so many rooms upstairs that it was nearly dizzying. Thankfully, like on the main floor, Ruth decreed most of these off limits or unimportant, or both, and instead focused on only a handful. One of which was the bathroom, complete with a large clawfoot tub in the center. When Aunt Ruth decree that this was where Robert would bathe her, compassionate or not, he was helpless to prevent the shiver that shot up his spine. Still, despite his revulsion, he didn’t say anything to the contrary. 
 
   Then she showed him her bedroom, and what was to be his, and a third, much smaller room that Ruth said Amy could have—if she wanted, of course. 
 
   It was in Amy’s room that Robert chanced a look out the window. Behind the Harlop Estate was a massive overgrown lawn, punctuated by either tall sections of weeds or barren patches, that seemed to stretch for eons. In the distance, he could make out a gradual increase in a muddy slope, and towards what he assumed was the edge of the property, he noticed an outcropping of three or four large boulders. Even at this distance, the mud by the boulders looked softer than the surrounding areas, as if the torrential downpour of the last week had made some headway in eroding it. 
 
   As he watched, several raindrops obscured his view. Then, as if it knew it had him as an observer, the sky suddenly went dark and the rain started to pour.
 
   “Rain’s coming.”
 
   The woman grunted an affirmation and wheeled around to face him. Robert pulled his gaze away from the window; it was impossible to see anything anymore anyway, what with the rain that was suddenly coming down in thick rivulets.
 
   “So?” Ruth suddenly asked. At first, Robert thought she was referring to his comment about the rain.
 
   So? So, my wife just died in a rainstorm just like this one. So I don’t much care for the rain right now.
 
   But when he opened his mouth to comment, she preemptively cut him off.
 
   “I assume Mr. Sommers explained the arrangement?”
 
   Robert contemplated this for a moment. 
 
   As the last of my kin, and in return for your service, I will bequeath you my estate.
 
   His thoughts turned to the bills that Wendy had piled up and the fact that he wasn’t going to be able to make this month’s mortgage payment.
 
   Still, despite Cal’s assertion that getting out of the house would do him and Amy good, he was reluctant to accept such a strange, and quite frankly, unbelievable offer.
 
   Besides, even considering all of the woman in the wheelchair’s certainty, he was positive he didn’t have an Aunt Ruth. 
 
   He would have known if he had.
 
   Robert turned back to the window, and as if making his decision for him, the rain intensified. After what had happened to Wendy, he didn’t feel up to driving for two hours in the rain.
 
   “Yes, he made it clear. As did your letter.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Robert reached over and pulled Amy into him.
 
   “I won’t promise anything, but it looks like we are going to be staying the night.”
 
   The woman’s green eyes narrowed until they completely disappeared into the dark circles that surrounded them.
 
   “If that’s okay by you, of course.”
 
   The woman grunted.
 
   “Well, then, I think it’s time you prepared dinner.”
 
   Robert had to give the woman credit; despite her failing body, she lacked nothing in terms of confidence.
 
   He rubbed Amy’s head, looking to her for reassurance, but she was busy entertaining herself with her bunny again.
 
   Mr. Gregorius. 
 
   “It’s settled, then, I’ll prepare dinner.”
 
   But in the morning, we are out of here.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Robert’s eyes snapped open and his breath caught in his throat. For a moment, he was completely disoriented and had no idea where he was. All he knew was that it was cold and dark where he lay, and that his body was covered in sweat.
 
   Where the hell am I?
 
   Then it all came flooding back. He was in the Harlop Estate, visiting his “Aunt” Ruth, when the sky had opened up. Robert sat up, kicking off the musty comforter that had slipped down in his sleep and was only covering his feet anyway. A quick glance at the window revealed that it was still pouring outside. With a sigh, he reached over and switched on the lamp beside the bed.
 
   Why did I wake?
 
   At first he thought it was a nightmare about the accident, but then he thought he remembered hearing voices…two girls whispering.
 
   I’m hungry…please, I’m so hungry.
 
   You need to hurry, they won’t be gone long.
 
   The words were so clear that it felt like a memory rather than a dream. Something was odd about the way that—
 
   Amy!
 
   Robert suddenly remembered that Amy had refused her own room and instead insisted that she slept in the bed with him. But now, a cursory glance revealed that not only was Amy not in bed with him, but she wasn’t even in the room.
 
   He hopped off the bed, the floor so cold on his bare feet that it nearly took his breath away.
 
   “Amy?” he whispered. “Amy?”
 
   No answer.
 
   In fewer than five paces, he was at the door, noting that it was open even though he had been sure to close it before turning in for the night.
 
   The light from the lamp on the bedside table cast a feeble, shadow-filled glow into the hallway. He squinted and looked frantically in both directions, but only saw rows of closed doors.
 
   “Amy?” he asked the darkness, his voice a little louder now.
 
   His first inclination as he searched for a light switch in the hallway was that she had gone wandering, exploring, or maybe she was just sleepwalking. Generally, Amy was a very deep sleeper, but following with the accident, it was entirely possible that she had awoken as confused as he had and had wandered out of the room. 
 
   But then why didn’t she just wake me?
 
   Robert found the light switch and turned it on, bathing the hallway in a pale yellow glow.
 
   Amy wasn’t there.
 
   Robert was about to take his first step onto the stairs heading down to the main floor when the entire house suddenly lit up from a burst of lightning. The thunderclap followed even as the lightning continued to flicker, a burst of sound so loud that Robert cringed and instinctively covered his ears.
 
   Jesus Christ! 
 
   “Amy!” he shouted after the sound faded, no longer caring if he awoke Ruth.
 
   When there was still no answer, he took the stairs two at a time. When he reached the landing, he paused, perking his ears to listen.
 
   At first he heard nothing. But then, when he was about to head into the family room, he heard a sound: a light scratching on the hardwood, like a mouse scurrying from the light.
 
   His eyes snapped in that direction, noting that the door to the kitchen, which he had also closed after preparing their dinner, was now open.
 
   “Amy?” he asked again.
 
   He hurried into the galley-style kitchen, thinking for a brief moment that maybe Amy was in there, playing with the knives.
 
   Don’t be stupid, she’s too old for that…but if she’s sleepwalking? 
 
   He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed to see that the kitchen was completely empty.
 
   “Amy! Where are you, Amy?”
 
   He was about to leave the room when he heard that same scratching noise—just a barely audible, chk chk chk—coming from somewhere deep in the kitchen where the light from the hallway couldn’t quite reach.
 
   Robert’s searching fingers finally found the light switch, banishing the shadows.
 
   His eyes immediately fell and fixated on the wooden door at the far end of the kitchen. This door was different from all of the other doors in the house, which were all the same—solid wood painted white, which fell in line with the period and design of the rest of the house. This door, however, didn’t have any of the paneling like the others, and it was the only one that wasn’t painted. During their abbreviated tour, Robert had specifically asked about this door, but Ruth had been quick to dismiss it, saying that it wasn’t important and that under no circumstances was he to open it.
 
   At the time, Robert had shrugged this off, chalking it up to just one of many of the woman’s peculiarities, but now, as he stared at it, any caution that she had issued went ignored.
 
   After all, when he had first pointed it out, it had a heavy padlock locking it. 
 
   Now it was open.
 
   He heard the scratching sound again and quickly hurried to the door, throwing it wide, expecting to see Amy standing there on the landing.
 
   But once again, Robert was met with only darkness. Darkness and the smell of earth and vegetation.
 
   A cold cellar? 
 
   He reached inside the doorway, searching for a light switch. He came up empty.
 
   “Amy?” he asked the darkness, his voice wavering slightly.
 
   His heart, which had already been racing in his chest, kicked up another notch. He wished he hadn’t left his cell phone on the bedside table—he could have used a flashlight about now. Robert instinctively turned back to the kitchen, scanning the countertops for a flashlight. 
 
   The scratching noise drew his gaze back immediately.
 
   “Amy? Are you down there?”
 
   Time seemed to stop as he waited for a response. And then it came in the form of a subdued whimper. 
 
   “Amy!”
 
   Thoughts of a flashlight left his mind and he reached out with his toes, finding the first step in the complete darkness. He took the next step, then the next. On the third step, he called out again.
 
   “Amy? Are you down—?”
 
   But when his foot reached the next step, a network of thick spiderwebs hit him square in the face, blanketing his eyes and mouth.
 
   He coughed and tore at it, desperately trying to pull the sticky strings from his face. 
 
   His fall was inevitable.
 
   As he flailed his arms in the suffocating darkness, his left heel slipped off the edge of the step and his body careened forward.
 
   “Fuck!” His first three stumbling steps were incredibly lucky, and he somehow managed to avoid falling head first down God only knew how far to the bottom of the staircase. 
 
   But eventually the darkness won.
 
   Unable to see anything, Robert misjudged the distance to the fourth step, and he missed it completely. His body hung in midair, and then both his legs were pinwheeling. The foot that had missed landed awkwardly on the fifth step, and only served to increase his momentum.
 
   Gritting his teeth, his body skipped down the remaining stairs until he struck the cold, damp earth at the bottom, his left ankle twisting awkwardly beneath him.
 
   Shooting pains traveled up and down his leg, and again a cry escaped him. 
 
   “Amy? Amy, you down here?” he hissed out from between clenched teeth. 
 
   His left ankle buckled as his attempt to stand failed. On his second try, he put all of his weight on his right leg and managed to force himself to a prone position.
 
   Something hit him in the face again, and he swatted it away, thinking that it was another spiderweb. 
 
   Then he heard the scratching sound again, and he immediately whipped his head to his left, gasping at the pain in his leg. 
 
   The darkness was so all-encompassing that it was impossible to see anything. Something hit him in the face again, and his hand shot up and grabbed ahold of it. 
 
   It wasn’t a spiderweb this time, he realized, but the string from a light bulb. Still wincing, he pulled, and light from a bare bulb immediately blinded him.
 
   “Amy?” he asked again.
 
   Blinking rapidly, his vision slowly cleared. 
 
   And what he saw took his breath away.
 
   There, standing with his back to him only about ten feet away, was Amy. Only, it wasn’t Amy, not quite.
 
   “Amy?” His throat was suddenly so tight that he could barely get the word out. 
 
   The girl was Amy’s height, but her hair was too dark to be his daughter’s. And she was wearing a plain gown, and not the jeans and t-shirt Amy had been wearing for the last few days. And although she clutched some sort of animal in her left hand, it wasn’t a bunny; it wasn’t Mr. Gregorius.
 
   Instead, it looked like a rat; an incredibly life-like rat with a long pink tail.
 
   “What the—?”
 
   Robert tried to shuffle away, back toward the stairs, but his ankle was too weak and he stumbled again. This time, however, he was somehow able to prevent himself from going down.
 
   Then the girl slowly began to turn and it felt as if all of the air in the room, including the small amount in Robert’s lungs, was sucked out.
 
   The girl was about Amy’s age, but her face was incredibly pale, and her eyes—Jesus Christ—her eyes were solid black orbs that stood out on her otherwise tiny face.
 
   As Robert watched in horror, the girl’s mouth started to open, but inside there were no teeth or even a tongue. Instead, it was like an infinite black pit that continued to grow until it nearly took over her entire face.
 
   And then she spoke, and this time Robert fell.
 
   “Help me, Daddy,” she said. Her voice had an airy quality about it, like words hissed in a whispering wind.
 
   Robert’s own mouth opened, but a massive thunderclap from outside suddenly reverberated the entire house, swallowing up his scream. The lone bulb flickered and then went out, leaving him once again in sheer blackness.
 
   He couldn’t move, couldn’t even breathe. 
 
   Robert couldn’t do anything.
 
   Less than a second later, the light blinked on again, and he found himself staring at Amy’s heart-shaped face.
 
   “What’s wrong, Daddy?”
 
   Robert swallowed hard, still unable to speak. His eyes darted to his daughter’s hand and relief washed over him when he saw that she wasn’t holding a rat, but her fuzzy bunny rabbit, Mr. Gregorius.
 
   What the—
 
   Amy’s brow knitted in concern.
 
   “Daddy, are you okay?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   With time and distance, Robert began to pass off his encounter in the basement of the Harlop Estate as some sort of mental mirage brought on by the stress from Wendy’s passing. And as his twisted ankle slowly healed, he became more rational about the encounter. 
 
   Stress, it was only stress…the little girl you saw was just Amy; the dark was playing tricks on you.
 
   As for Amy’s part, she claimed to not remember anything about getting out of bed and somehow opening the locked basement door, although he surmised she must have found a key somewhere. The rain had let up shortly after they had hobbled out of the basement and, unable to sleep, Robert had taken Amy and driven back home. Not wanting to wake Ruth, he had left her a note thanking her for the opportunity, but firmly indicating that he was going to have to pass on the offer.
 
   Thanks, but no thanks.
 
   But now, less than two weeks later, sitting in his kitchen, staring at the letter from Wendy’s—his—credit card company, he was beginning to second guess his decision. 
 
   The bank had called, politely reminding him that he needed to not only pay this month’s mortgage, but last month’s as well. The credit card company had also called, and they had been considerably less cordial and sympathetic with respect to him losing his wife.
 
   He managed to keep them both at bay with empty promises, all the while knowing that this wasn’t a viable long-term strategy.
 
   So Robert did what he could, putting out feelers out for work, but this being the summer, no one was interested in hiring an accountant. It didn’t help that Audex wasn’t the only company to go young, and his snub of Landon at the funeral wasn’t likely doing him any favors. The man was as slick as his hair, and despite his—their—loss, he wouldn’t put it by the man to contact managers at other companies and preemptively sour his prospects.
 
   Despite all of the calls he fielded from money collectors—so many that he had gotten into the habit of just letting it go to voicemail—the one call he was expecting regarding money owing never came. 
 
   The insurance company and the fifty-thousand-dollar payout from Wendy’s policy. He had called them, of course, but they were quick to drag their feet, telling him that they would inform him of their decision once they had completed their investigation.
 
   Investigation…
 
   It drove Robert nearly mad with frustration. 
 
   His next call was to a lawyer that he had looked up on the Internet, and after paying him with his own credit card, which was now suffering from the same mounting figures as Wendy’s, although not in the same ballpark, the man’s advice had been simple.
 
   “Declare bankruptcy.”
 
   Bankruptcy.
 
   It sounded like such a dirty word that it made Robert’s stomach clench.
 
   “Is there nothing else I can do? Get a stay, perhaps, until the insurance pays out?”
 
   “Nuh-uh. File for bankruptcy; you can rebuild your credit later. Look, Robert, it’s a better option long term than to continue missing or skipping payments. In the interim, you can put your house up for sale before the bank forecloses on it. Even that might be tricky, but if you don’t do anything before the fall and these letters keep piling up? You’re going to be in a hole that you will never be able to crawl your way out of.”
 
   Robert’s mind flicked back to the day before all of this had happened, when he was working at Audex and Wendy was running her own real estate firm. Back then there had been so much promise…
 
   Robert shook his head and he scolded himself for lying.
 
   Things hadn’t been great, or else Wendy wouldn’t have been fucking his ex-boss Landon Underhill.
 
   In that moment, Robert wished Landon were standing in front of him so that he could punch the man in the face.
 
   He shut his eyes.
 
   Who am I kidding? He would probably put me in the hospital…and then who would look after Amy?
 
   “Robert? You there?”
 
   Robert grunted.
 
   “Look, you paid me to give you my professional opinion. Take it or leave it.”
 
   Robert opened his eyes and fought back tears. When his vision focused, it was on the letter that Sean Sommers had delivered what felt like a year ago, lying limp on the counter. He wasn’t sure why it was there, given the fact that he distinctly remembered throwing it out.
 
   Robert chewed his lip, remembering how scared he had been in the basement that stormy night when the lights had flicked out.
 
   Look after me for a few months, days even, and I’ll give you my house.
 
   The Harlop Estate was in rough shape, no doubt, and it was located two hours from any major city center, but still. It was massive and had to be worth a pretty coin. Even if it wasn’t worth seven figures, it would certainly be sufficient to pay off their debts. And it was summer, meaning that Amy was out of school. What good did it serve them to stay here, constantly reminded not only of Wendy, what with her stuff laid out as if she were coming home from work and not dead, but of the bills that they couldn’t possibly pay? Was that better than Amy living in an old house in the country with a creepy, dying aunt?
 
   Robert wasn’t so sure.
 
   It’s time to man up, Robert.
 
   “Robert? We are coming up on the hour, now.”
 
   The thought of paying this lawyer, whose sleaziness rivaled even Landon’s, snapped him out of his reverie.
 
   “So you think I can just hold off until the end of the summer?”
 
   The man paused.
 
   “I think it’s best to start the bankruptcy procedure immediately, which of course I can do for you. Pending payment, of course—”
 
   Robert shook his head.
 
   “But you said something about the summer, didn’t you?”
 
   “Well, I can craft a letter, fudge some of the information, and send it to your bank and credit card company. Tell them to hold off on seizing your assets—cite mental illness.” He paused, seeming to mull this over. “Yeah, mental illness is hot right now. Oh, or maybe PTSD, that’s a good one, too. It might work.”
 
   “Fine, let’s do that, then.”
 
   “But it’s going to cost you, Robert; the letters will cost you two-fifty.”
 
   Robert was incredulous.
 
   “Two-fifty?”
 
   “That’s a deal, believe me.”
 
   To hell it is. Two hundred and fifty dollars for you to sign your name on a form letter you probably found on the Internet?
 
   He felt dirty all over again.
 
   “Fine, just do it.”
 
   “I’ll do it today, Robert. I’ll be in touch.”
 
   Robert didn’t even say goodbye. 
 
   He hung up and grabbed the letter off the counter and read it again.
 
   A vision of Ruth trying to grab the oxygen mask, the hose of which was pinched on the back of the wheelchair, came to him then, and he suddenly hoped that she was still alive for him to tend to.
 
   A morbid but appropriate thought. 
 
   And he was also set to wonder where Mr. Sommers had gone, having seemingly vanished after dropping off the letter. The strange man with the short blond hair hadn’t been at the Estate, that was for sure.
 
   I don’t like him, Daddy.
 
   He shivered, then scolded himself for acting like a child again. When he looked up, Amy had appeared in the kitchen and was staring up at him.
 
   “You spooked me, Amy.”
 
   Her face was blank.
 
   “Are we going on an adventure again, Daddy?”
 
   Robert felt himself nodding.
 
   “Yeah, sweetie. I think we are.”
 
   This time, though, do us both a favor and stay out of the basement.


 
   
  
 

Part II – Moving In 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Robert suppressed a gag as he brought the sponge up to the back of Ruth’s neck. He looked away as he squeezed the warm water from it, unable to stand the appearance of her jutting spine and pale, liver-spotted flesh. Other than the water cascading off of Aunt Ruth’s back and splashing to the tub below, a slow trickle that was highly unnerving, it was otherwise silent in the Harlop Estate. 
 
   This whole ordeal had Robert on edge. When Ruth had first asked him to bathe her, his reaction had been immediate and unwavering: no way. He had attempted to break the news to her gently, but she had simply brushed him off.
 
   ‘You’ll come around,’ she had said. 
 
   Robert had only smirked at her confidence. But sure enough, as the woman’s funk grew so thick that it made it nearly impossible to even be in the same room as her, his resolve had weakened. 
 
   After Amy had made several comments about Ruth’s smell, and repeatedly asked him why he wasn’t helping bathe her, he eventually acquiesced. A man could only take so much badgering from both ends of the age spectrum. 
 
   And, truthfully, although the process was revolting, it wasn’t that bad. After all, Ruth was just a sick old woman, not a leper. She needed help, and as honest as he was, Robert felt that it was duty to do what he could, that he had signed up for this. If nothing else, the experience afforded him untold compassion for nurses and hospice workers.
 
   If he ever came into money again in his life, he made an oath to make a sizable donation to these groups.
 
   Robert gagged as he squeezed another spongeful of bath water over her skin.
 
   Still, he was lying to himself if he said he wouldn’t have traded this task for literally anything else in the world. Which made him wonder what Ruth had done before he and Amy had arrived two weeks ago now.
 
   “What ever happened to Sean?” he asked.
 
   Robert felt the woman’s body tense beneath his sponge.
 
   “Sean?”
 
   “Yeah, you know, the guy that brought the letter?”
 
   The woman relaxed.
 
   “Sean is a loyal servant, has been with me and my family for years. But he’s tired now and he doesn’t come around that often anymore. In fact, I pretty much let him go after he completed that last errand.”
 
   Robert chewed his lip, mulling over the woman’s words. Even though he had been staying in the Harlop Estate for two weeks now, he and Ruth hadn’t shared much. Nothing that resembled a significant conversation, anyway. Usually the only time they spent together was during meals and bath time. The rest of the time Ruth retired to her room, and he had been given strict instructions that under no circumstances was he supposed to enter. 
 
   Like the basement, he thought suddenly. 
 
   He pushed the thought away.
 
   It was sad, really; the woman was literally just waiting to die. And what was Robert doing, aside from griping about having to wash Ruth’s back? Well, he was waiting for that exact thing to happen. And the guilt that he felt because of this came and went in waves.
 
   Like Ruth Harlop, Amy had also been quiet, electing to spend most of her time with Mr. Gregorius, or out in the expansive property behind the estate. 
 
   Another point of guilt for Robert.
 
   He told himself that it was good for Amy, for her grieving process, and that she didn’t mind. It was cathartic to be ensconced in nature, and it taught her the value of being able to entertain oneself.
 
   The truth, however, was that there simply wasn’t anyone for miles around for her to play with. She was stuck with him, Ruth, and Mr. Gregorius, whether she liked it or not. But, unlike Robert, she didn’t complain. 
 
   Robert hadn’t even considered what would happen when the summer came to a close in two short months if Aunt Ruth was still alive.
 
   He scolded himself for the thought.
 
   Morbid…so much death lately.
 
   He cleared his throat and spoke, his objective equal parts curiosity and distraction from his own meandering thoughts.
 
   “Ruth, are you sure that we are related? I mean, I didn’t even ask if you were my dad’s or my mother’s sister.”
 
   Nothing happened for nearly a minute, and Robert feared that maybe Ruth had fallen asleep again, as she was prone to do during dinner. He put the sponge in the bathwater and then drained it on the back of her neck again. When she still didn’t react, he feared the worst.
 
   His heartrate quickened.
 
   “Ruth?” he asked softly, moving his chair slowly to sit in front of her.
 
   His breath caught in his throat.
 
   The rail-thin woman was hugging her knees, and her gray hair hung in threads in front of her face. But it was her eyes that caused Robert to initially recoil. They were big and black. Glistening. 
 
   “Ruth!” He tentatively reached out for her. 
 
   The woman suddenly shivered as if she were freezing, the act so unexpected that Robert pushed back in his chair, nearly toppling it.
 
   “Jesus! You scared me.”
 
   The woman offered him a nearly toothless grin.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” she said simply.
 
   For a moment, Robert didn’t understand the comment. Then he remembered his query.
 
   How can it not matter who you are related to?
 
   He shook his head, and was about to repeat the question when Ruth blinked and her eyes regained their normal green color. 
 
   What the—?
 
   Before he asked the question, she looked down at the stagnant water and started to speak, and Robert felt himself compelled to listen to her raspy voice.
 
   “Like you, I had a daughter once…and a husband, too—James.”
 
   There was something in the old woman’s voice that took him by surprise. Usually gruff to the point of being mean, the sadness that clung to her words was unnerving, to say the least. And her choice of words…
 
   I had a daughter once…
 
   As if reading his thoughts, Ruth continued.
 
   “Her name was Patricia Beatrice Harlop, and she was the most beautiful girl I have ever seen. Cute and clever, I used to say. And we were happy—me and my husband and Patty, as I called her. Sean was around more often then, as was his own daughter…Jacqueline. She was older than Patty—by at least eight years, maybe more—but they liked to hang out together. Patty and Jacky.”
 
   The woman sighed, her narrow chest sinking inward until it looked like her upper and lower halves were no longer attached. Robert couldn’t help but glance at her breasts, which were thin, saggy things that reminded him of tube socks. He quickly looked away, and asked the obvious question, the one that begged to be asked.
 
   “What happened to her? To them?”
 
   Ruth sighed again, then cleared her throat. She raised her chin, lips pressed together, indicating to Robert that she needed to spit. He brought the sponge to her lips, and she produced a quarter-sized glob of yellow phlegm.
 
   “There was…there was an accident. But even before that, there were some tough times. My husband lost his job, and for a long while we had very little. Sometimes we went days without food, which made everyone irritable. Patty especially.” Ruth shook her head, as if admonishing herself for the comment. “I think the hunger made us all a little crazy. And then one night during a rainstorm, for some reason Patty decided to go up to the roof. I wasn’t…I wasn’t quick enough, I guess. By the time I got there, my husband was already there. Patty had fallen…” She let the sentence trail off.
 
   Robert didn’t know what to say; the woman’s pain and sadness blanketed them both. The intensity of her emotions reminded him of how, despite everything, he missed Wendy; how he missed her touch, her scent, just talking to her. This last part most of all, maybe; since her death, he hadn’t held much in the form of conversations with anyone outside the bill collection industry. 
 
   And Amy, of course, but she was only nine.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he stammered at last. A quick glance at Ruth’s leathery face and he knew that there was more to this story, but her expression also indicated that she wasn’t willing to talk about it anymore.
 
   At least not now.
 
   Ruth looked away.
 
   “I’m done,” she said.
 
   Robert nodded and stood, reaching behind him for the towel.
 
   “Here, let me help you out of the tub.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 15
 
    
 
   After helping Ruth into her nightgown and quickly checking on Amy, who was sleeping soundly in the bed that they now shared, Robert found himself in the front sitting room, pouring himself a glass of scotch. Although he had brought a bottle with him when he and Amy had returned to the Harlop Estate, he had discovered a liquor cabinet full of peaty Islay scotches, some of which were exceedingly rare. Ruth said he was welcome to help himself. 
 
   And so help himself he did, with three fingers of a 25-year-old Lagavulin. As he sipped, he walked around the room, marveling at how it seemed to have been transplanted from another era. Locked in what he thought was the 1600s, the lower halves of the walls were adorned with dark brown wainscoting, which was in stark contrast to the green walls. There were several photographs above the mantle of a large fireplace made of crumbling bricks and in such a state that Robert had a hard time believing that it was ever used. 
 
   At first he was only casually glancing around, concentrating more on his scotch and the story that Ruth had told than the decor, but for some reason his eyes kept coming back to the photographs. There were four of them, all in identical, plain black frames, all nearly completely obscured by a thick layer of dust. They were so filthy that he could only just make out that they were portraits. 
 
   Sure, he was curious, but the thick layer of dust was also triggering his OCD something fierce. 
 
   Robert grabbed one of the smaller chairs in the room, a velvet green upholstered number that was nearly as dusty as the photographs, and dragged it to in front of the fireplace. After finding the only area on the mantle flat enough to rest his glass, he put it down, then pulled the sleeve of his shirt over his palm and reached up.
 
   It took three hard scrubs to clear away enough of the dirt to get a good look at the first faded photograph.
 
   No wonder Ruth needs an oxygen tank, he thought, swatting away the flurry of dust motes that he had released into the air.
 
   Robert coughed, then turned his attention back to the frame. In it was a photograph of a stern-faced man with dark eyes and a thick mustache that, despite the image being black and white, he knew with near certainty was either a deep red or a coppery brown. The man had a bulbous nose and was bald on top with closely cropped hair on the sides.
 
   Robert nodded to himself and smirked.
 
   Ruth’s husband. Handsome, friendly-looking fellow. Classic do-gooder. 
 
   He took another sip of his scotch, then leaned over and began cleaning the second pane of glass. 
 
   Robert sputtered, barely able to keep from spraying the glass with his drink. He gulped down the liquid, wincing at the burn in his throat. 
 
   “What the fuck…?” he whispered in disbelief.
 
   It was as if someone had Photoshopped the woman he had just bathed using technology that not only preceded when the photograph was taken, but would also push today’s limitations. In the picture, Ruth Harlop had vibrant eyes that stood out on her round, full face, and a rosiness to her cheeks that came through even in the monochrome image. Her face was framed by meticulously manicured, pin-straight black hair that hung to her shoulders.
 
   She was pretty, if a little traditional for his tastes.
 
   Then Robert remembered the soapy water cascading over sagging breasts and dark, nearly black nipples and he shuddered involuntarily.
 
   After a big gulp of the scotch, he moved to the third frame. His sleeve was so filthy now that he had to wipe it on his jeans before using it to clear the next portrait.
 
   This photograph was also of a woman, but she was younger than Ruth in her headshot and she had blonde hair instead of black. And she was very attractive. Robert felt a stirring in his groin and made a face. It felt silly becoming aroused at the sight of a headshot of a woman with high cheekbones and big, round lips, but he was; it had just been so long. In fact, even when Wendy was still alive…
 
   Stop it, he scolded himself. Fuck, she could be your cousin, for all you know.
 
   But Robert didn’t think so. If he were a betting man, he would put his money on this being Jacky Sommers. 
 
   He took another drink and then moved to the last photo. This final pane of glass was the dirtiest of the four, and Robert had to really lean into it to scrape the grime off. Squinting hard, he slowly began to make out the features of a young girl.
 
   Robert suddenly recoiled as if he had been struck in the chest and he toppled off the back of the chair. The glass of scotch flew from his hand and smashed on the hardwood, splashing liquid on his bare feet and peppering his legs with shards of glass. He fell on his ass and winced at the pain that shot up his tailbone.
 
   “Oh my God,” he croaked. Using his hands, he furiously shuffled backward, using the spilled scotch to facilitate sliding. If it weren’t for his back bumping up against another dusty recliner, he wasn’t sure he could have stopped even if he had wanted to. His body ceased responding to his requests.
 
   All of the intervening time between his first visit and now, Robert had tried to put the strange encounter in the basement out of his mind, chalking it up to nothing more than fatigue and his mind playing tricks on him.
 
   And, for the most part, he had done an excellent job of convincing himself.
 
   But now…
 
   The photograph was of a little girl of about Amy’s age, maybe a little younger, with dark hair and thin lips that were straight and humorless. Although she didn’t have black pits for eyes, it was the same girl from the basement.
 
   He was absolutely certain of it.
 
   Robert swallowed hard, his rational, pragmatic mind trying to make sense of all of this. 
 
   Maybe I saw this photograph when Ruth gave me the first tour? Somehow glimpsed it through the thick grime, the light reflecting off of it at just the perfect angle? Then I just saw Amy in the dim basement and for some reason I thought it was her?
 
   Robert squinted at the photograph, trying to convince himself that this was the case. And then he glanced at his sleeve, grimacing at the dirt that had stiffened his sleeve. 
 
   But what about the rat? the rational part of his mind implored. Did you see one of those too? Is that why she was holding it in the basement?
 
   Robert forced these thoughts away. 
 
   “Yeah, I saw her on the tour…” he said out loud, trying to offer the idea more credence.
 
   Still seated, he flexed his legs, trying to squeeze blood into them and get some feeling back. 
 
   What else could it be? Her ghost?
 
   He closed his eyes and shook his head.
 
   You are starting to sound like Cal.
 
   The shock wore off after a minute, and Robert finally managed to stand. He quickly made his way to the kitchen, intent on grabbing the broom and cleaning up the mess, which carried with it the added benefit of getting out of the room with Patty’s photo. As he passed the staircase, he paused and listened, trying to determine if him dropping the glass had awoken either Ruth or Amy. 
 
   Hearing nothing, he continued to the kitchen, his legs still weak and his tailbone numb. 
 
   She fell off the roof? Really? 
 
   He had the strange feeling that there was a dark secret hidden in the little girl’s eyes.
 
   Robert reached into the cupboard and grabbed the broom and dustpan. 
 
   What was she doing up there in a rain storm? 
 
   He was on his way back out into the hall when he heard a sound from somewhere behind him. Any blood that had re-entered his limbs was flushed out again and he froze. Even his heart seemed to stop beating.
 
   The sound was a light scratching, like someone slowly dragging their fingers over a textured fabric.
 
   Eyes wide, Robert slowly craned his neck toward the sound in what seemed like slow motion.
 
   His eyes immediately fell on the wooden door, the one that was different than all the others in the house, and he started to tremble.
 
   It was open again.
 
   For nearly a minute, Robert remained rooted in place, his mind locked up.
 
   Part of him wanted to run—most of him wanted to run—but he was also terrified at the possibility that Amy—Patricia, it’s Patricia with her rat and her black eyes and gaping, toothless mouth—had snuck down there again.
 
   Sweat began to bead on his forehead, and yet he suddenly felt very cold.
 
   Then a scream from somewhere upstairs echoed throughout the Harlop Estate.


 
   
  
 


Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Robert burst through the half-open door to his room, his heart racing. 
 
   “Amy!” he cried.
 
   He took three lunging steps toward the bed before he realized that there was a girl sitting in the center staring at the far wall. For a brief moment, Robert thought it was Patricia Harlop and he stopped cold. 
 
   But then she spoke, and he realized with a huge sigh of relief that it was just Amy.
 
   “Daddy!”
 
   He rushed to her, immediately wrapping his arms around her, pressing her head tightly against his chest. Her hair was damp and her forehead clammy.
 
   “It’s okay, sweetie. It’s okay,” he assured her as he rocked her back and forth. “It was just a nightmare.”
 
   It’s natural, after losing her mother, he told himself. It has nothing to do with Patricia or Ruth or this house.
 
   For what felt like an hour, Robert sat on the bed with Amy tucked safely in his arms, their rising and falling chests slowing in unison as their breathing returned to normal. Eventually, Amy eased her small body away from him. Only then did Robert notice the pitter-patter of rain on the window. He wasn’t sure if it was a strange, seasonal weather pattern passing through or if it was just another dark cloud on the Harlop Estate and Hainsey County, but it seemed that it rained nearly every other day. And these rain storms were no summer showers; these were torrential downpours that made home insurance companies cringe. 
 
   Lightning suddenly lit up the sky, drawing both their eyes to the window. Then the hallway light flickered as the thunder rolled in.
 
   “I was dreaming of the rain,” Amy said softly, her voice but a whisper. “It was raining and I was in the car…Mommy was driving.”
 
   Her body hitched and Robert hushed her, but she insisted on continuing. Robert tried to pull her in close again, to hold her tight, to assure her that she didn’t need to think about what happened to Wendy, to Mommy, let alone talk about it. But when she placed her small hands on his chest, preventing his embrace, his posture eased. 
 
   Maybe I shouldn’t try to stifle her emotions. Maybe letting her talk it out will help her heal. 
 
   Robert struggled to remember what the grief websites had suggested, but he couldn’t recall any of the details. The only thing that stuck in his mind was that the advice seemed to be contradictory, depending on the source.
 
   Let them talk, get it in the open.
 
   Don’t let them open old wounds, help them move on.
 
   He shrugged, and just went with the flow. When Amy spoke again, Robert had to concentrate hard to block out the sound of the rain in order to make sure he didn’t miss any of the nuance in her words.
 
   “It was raining,” she repeated, “and there was this buzzing noise, like a phone ringing, you know? And then…and then Mommy was fixing her lipstick making an ‘o’ shape, the one that you said looks like a fish?”
 
   Robert didn’t want to break her train of thought, so he just nodded along with her.
 
   “And then there was a loud noise, like a screeching sound. And then…and then…”
 
   A shadow passed over her face, a seriousness that overtook the sadness that had previously clung to her childish features. Robert suddenly stopped nodding and he unexpectedly shivered; it felt like the temperature in the room had dropped several degrees ever since Amy had started talking.
 
   “And then I was up high, on a roof maybe, looking down. It was a long way down and I was scared. I had Mr. Gregorius—no, it wasn’t him. But it was like him—something like him. And it was raining; I was soaking wet. I looked down, Daddy, and I was soooo scared.”
 
   Robert’s heartrate increased.
 
   A roof? What the hell? 
 
   His mind returned to the tale that Ruth had told him in the tub.
 
   Had Amy overheard them somehow? 
 
   He didn’t know how that was possible given the fact the door to their room had been closed when he had left Ruth and gone downstairs to pour his scotch. 
 
   He shivered again, and this time Amy took notice and looked up at him.
 
   “You okay, Daddy?”
 
   “Fine,” he said after clearing his throat. “And then what happened, Amy?”
 
   Amy dropped her gaze again. She pulled Mr. Gregorius from the sheet beside her and began picking at the fuzz on one of his ears.
 
   “He doesn’t want me to say,” she whispered so quietly that he wasn’t sure he had heard correctly.
 
   “Pardon, sweetie?”
 
   Amy bowed her head, showing him her blonde hair.
 
   “He doesn’t want me to say any more.”
 
   Robert’s head snapped back.
 
   “Who? Who doesn’t want you to say?”
 
   Amy shook her head. Robert grabbed one of her arms and used his other hand to lift her chin.
 
   “Amy, I want you to—” He stopped himself when he saw the tears welling in her eyes. His hand slipped away from her face and shoulder.
 
   “It’s okay, sweetie. It was just a dream.”
 
   He went to lay her back down again, but she resisted.
 
   “No, Daddy.”
 
   Robert shook his head.
 
   “It was just a dream, now lie down. I’ll lie with you.”
 
   “But I was awake, Daddy…I was still awake.”
 
   Silence fell over them and Robert stared into his daughter’s eyes. 
 
   He was at a loss for words. After being here, living simply with no Wi-Fi and sparse, intermittent cell phone coverage, and looking after Ruth and Amy, some semblance of calm and clarity had crept over him. Part of him actually liked looking after them, as it made him feel important in ways that Wendy never had when she was still alive. But now…now things had gotten confusing again, and he found himself yearning for her advice. 
 
   Realizing that Amy was still staring at him, expecting an answer, he said the first thing that came to mind. He had meant for his reply to be comforting, but looking into his daughter’s eyes, however, he knew that he had missed the mark.
 
   “Sometimes…sometimes nightmares can seem real when they aren’t, Amy. They just aren’t real.”
 
   This time when he tried to lower her to the bed, she let him. He slid in beside her.
 
   A few minutes later, Amy started snoring lightly. But for a long, long time, Robert stayed awake, staring at the ceiling. 
 
   I’m going to have another talk with Ruth tomorrow. And maybe Cal. Cal will know what to do.
 
   Just as sleep began to overtake him, he heard that scratching sound again. 
 
   Robert closed his eyes and repeated the words that he had said to his daughter in his own head.
 
   Sometimes nightmares can seem real when they aren’t. 
 
   And all of this felt like a nightmare to Robert. 
 
   A horrible, unbelievable nightmare. 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 17
 
    
 
   “What?” Robert nearly shouted into the phone. “What do you mean, you aren’t paying out?”
 
   Amy looked up from her cereal, and Robert quickly turned his back to her as he continued in a hushed tone.
 
   “This is ridiculous! How—what—?”
 
   The woman on the other end of the line was sympathetic, but firm.
 
   “Mr. Watts, our investigation revealed that not only was there a high likelihood that Wendy was using her cell phone when she crashed, but she had a blood alcohol level of point-oh-two.”
 
   Robert was gripping his cell phone so tightly that his hand started to ache.
 
   “So what? What is point-oh-two? That’s well below the legal limit. And the cell phone? How the—” He lowered his voice another octave. “—how the hell can you tell that she was using her phone?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Watts, and I understand both your grief and frustration. But this is what our investigation revealed. And in your policy, it clearly states—”
 
   Robert was seeing red.
 
   “You’re going to be hearing from my lawyer.”
 
   He didn’t even wait for a reply before he hung up.
 
   How can they do this? 
 
   He felt like swearing, crying, and punching someone all at the same time.
 
   “Daddy?” 
 
   Robert turned to see Amy looking up at him from the large wooden table with wide eyes. “Everything okay, Daddy?”
 
   Robert forced his emotions away and offered a pained smile.
 
   “Everything’s fine,” he lied. “Are you done with your cereal?”
 
   A quick glance revealed that she hadn’t eaten much, but her appetite wasn’t anything near what it used to be.
 
   “Yes,” she replied hesitantly. 
 
   “Then why don’t you play outside for a bit? Daddy has to make a few phone calls.”
 
   Her eyes darted to window. Last night’s rain had finally let up, but it was hazy and foggy out. The dark clouds above threatened rain again. And soon.
 
   “Always raining in Hainsey County,” he muttered. 
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Just take Mr. Gregorius and go play for a bit, okay?”
 
   Amy nodded and stood.
 
   A pang of guilt and sadness hit him then, and he softened his tone.
 
   “Just don’t go too far…stay on this side of the stones.”
 
   Amy promised she would and then promptly left the room. Robert waited until he heard the back door close and then immediately turned his attention back to his cell phone. Ignoring the dozen or more missed calls and messages, he scrolled through his contacts, brought up his lawyer’s number, and clicked send.
 
   It rang four times before the man picked up, his voice hoarse as if he had just woken up.
 
   Robert checked his watch; it was almost ten o’clock on a Tuesday.
 
   “Hello?” the groggy voice asked.
 
   “It’s Robert.”
 
   There was a short pause.
 
   “Robert…?”
 
   “Robert Watts.”
 
   There was a sigh and then the man started to breathe more heavily.
 
   “One sec.”
 
   Robert waited, his mind whirring.
 
   How can they not pay up? And why the hell was Wendy drinking? 
 
   He turned his gaze skyward. He felt like screaming again.
 
   “Ah, yes. Robert Watts. What can I do for you?”
 
   “The fucking—”
 
   “Wait, before you continue, I am obligated to inform you that any further discussion will incur my hourly fee, which is—”
 
   “Yeah, I know what your fee is,” he hissed. “The insurance—”
 
   “Robert, you must agree to the charge.”
 
   “Fine. Fine! I agree, now are you ready to listen?”
 
   Robert heard what sounded like a click and then rustling of a pad of paper.
 
   “Go ahead, Robert.”
 
   “The insurance company called and they are refusing to pay out Wendy’s life insurance policy. I mean, how can they do that? Don’t they have to pay out?”
 
   “Woah, slow down. Why don’t you tell me exactly what they said?”
 
   Robert bit his lip. He didn’t want to slow down. This call was costing him money, money that he didn’t have. He took a deep breath.
 
   “The insurance company claims that Wendy was using her phone during her accident and that her alcohol level was point-oh-two.”
 
   More rustling of paper.
 
   “Are you listening?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   Robert walked over to the rear doors, staring out as Amy slowly made her way further from the house, Mr. Gregorius held up to her face. Even from his angle, off to one side, he could see her lips moving.
 
   Isn’t she getting a little too old to be talking to stuffed animals?
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Gimme a sec, just looking through your policy.”
 
   Robert waited, tapping his foot impatiently.
 
   “Ah yes, clause 17b. Blah, blah, blah, any alcohol level even below the legal limit may void any life insurance or major injury claim.”
 
   “What? What does may mean? How can they do that?”
 
   “It means that it’s up to their discretion.”
 
   “Their discretion? Can they do that?”
 
   “Technically, they can do whatever they want—or at least, they can try.”
 
   Robert ground his teeth in frustration.
 
   They can do whatever they want?
 
   “So what can we do, then?”
 
   Amy’s outline was getting smaller and smaller as she made her way further into the overgrown field behind the house. He realized that the area near the back of the property looked extremely muddy, and he could see more of the rocks as some of the ground had eroded from the heavy rain.
 
   She shouldn’t be out there, he thought suddenly.
 
   His lawyer sighed.
 
   “Well, the only thing we can really do is file for an injunction and hopefully they will take another look. If they decide that their decision is final, however, then our only other option is to sue. But…”
 
   Robert’s heart sunk, and despite posing the obvious question, he already knew the answer.
 
   “But what?”
 
   “But I need to warn you, Mr. Watts, suing the insurance company will take considerable time and money.”
 
   Robert felt like crying again. Nothing was going right. Nothing.
 
   “I’m sorry, Robert. But those are your options. How would you like me to proceed?”
 
   Robert mulled his lawyer’s comments over. 
 
   What could he do? At last check, he had no money to his name. Zero. In fact, he had already maxed out his own credit card to pay for Wendy’s funeral, and the last of his savings, of Amy’s savings, had gone to paying the minimum toward Wendy’s bill.
 
   He had less than zero; he was drowning in debt.
 
   “Robert?”
 
   “I…I don’t know. I don’t have any money.”
 
   There was a long pause. Robert clung to the hope that his lawyer would be able to detect the pain in his voice, that he would go out on a limb and say that he would take pity on him and do the trial for free. 
 
   What was it called? Pro bono?
 
   Or maybe…
 
   “Can you just do the trial and if we win I can pay you from that?” His tone was soft now, desperate.
 
   The man on the other end of the line exhaled loudly.
 
   “I’m sorry, Robert. I just can’t do that. I have…I have bills to pay too, you know.”
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   The lawyer said nothing.
 
   “Robert? Is there anything else? I mean, you still have some time for this hour.”
 
   Robert thought about it for a moment. He realized that he hadn’t checked on the status of the letter that he had asked his lawyer to send to the bank about his mortgage. And he was an accountant, for Christ’s sake. No wonder no one would hire him…he couldn’t even keep his own finances—his own life—in order. How was he supposed to manage client accounts?
 
   “The bank? Did you hear from the bank?” he asked.
 
   There was some more shuffling of papers.
 
   “Have you been checking your mail?”
 
   Robert jammed a thumb and forefinger into his eyes.
 
   “No…I’ve been, uh, away.”
 
   “Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Robert, but the bank sent me a letter, said that they had been unable to reach you. They are going to foreclose. You’re—you’re—I’m sorry Robert, but you’re going to lose your house.”
 
   And now Robert began to cry. Not heavy weeping sobs, but he felt cool tears spill down his warm cheeks. 
 
   “Is that all, Robert?”
 
   “Yeah,” he whimpered. “That’s it.”
 
   “Good lu—”
 
   Robert hung up the phone, and for a long time he didn’t even move. Even though he was still staring out the window, he wasn’t really seeing anything.
 
   How did this happen? How the fuck did I let this happen?
 
   Then he picked up his phone again, and dialed.
 
   A man answered on the first ring.
 
   “Robbo? That you? How are things—?”
 
   “Cal?”
 
   His friend immediately recognized the distress in his voice.
 
   “Shit, Robert, what’s wrong?”
 
   Robert wiped the tears from his eyes.
 
   “Everything. I think—I think I need your help. Can you come up here?”
 
   Cal’s answer was immediate.
 
   “I can be there tomorrow, Robert. Keep tight.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Almost immediately after he had hung up his phone, he heard Ruth holler for him from upstairs.
 
   “Robert! Robert!”
 
   Robert used his t-shirt to wipe the rest of his tears away and sniffed hard. The last thing he wanted to do right now was to help dress a sick elderly woman, but it dawned on him that Ruth—or, more specifically, her house—was his last chance of regaining some semblance of his previous life.
 
   Never had he ever wished anyone dead, not even Landon, despite the rage that he felt toward the man, but now…
 
   Robert shook these thoughts away. No matter how bad things got, he wouldn’t allow circumstance to change who he really was.
 
   “Coming,” he replied.
 
   “Robert!”
 
   He picked up his pace toward the stairs.
 
   “Coming!” he shouted back, taking them two at a time. 
 
   In a few seconds, he threw the door to the Ruth’s room wide, ignoring her previous instructions for him to stay out. To his surprise, she was sitting up.
 
   A second later, the smell hit him.
 
   “Oh God,” he said, instinctively covering his nose and mouth with his forearm.
 
   “I had an accident,” she said bluntly, not even a hint of embarrassment in either her voice or on her face.
 
   The woman had balled up the sheets and placed them at the foot of the bed. Even from several feet away, Robert noticed several brown smudges on the white fabric and his stomach did a small flip.
 
   “Shit, okay. I’ll get something,” he said, thankful that he had forgone breakfast that morning.
 
   He was no rookie when it came to cleaning up shit—in fact, he had done most of the diaper changes when Amy had been young, what with Wendy working the long hours that she had—but there was just something about adult ‘accidents’ that was different. 
 
   In the bathroom, he retrieved several towels, a roll of paper towels, and two damp cloths.
 
   Then he headed back into Ruth’s room and began cleaning her up. The woman remained stoic during the entire process, and he felt an odd sense of respect for her. It took a special type of person, or someone who had seen or been through a lot, in order to be unfazed by shitting oneself. 
 
   When he was done, after having to head back to the bathroom for reinforcements more than once, he helped Ruth into the wheelchair. But before wheeling her out of the room, he felt inclined to ask her about the previous night. Although the accident didn’t seem to affect her, he thought that she was perhaps vulnerable and might open up a little after he had cleaned her.
 
   “Ruth…about your daughter, about Patricia, is there anything else you want to tell me?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like what happened to her before?”
 
   The woman’s voice was flat and even.
 
   “She fell off the roof.”
 
   “Yeah, but before that.”
 
   And this time Ruth hesitated, reinforcing the notion that there was something she was keeping from him. But fearing that forcing the issue might cause her to clam up, Robert elected to change tactics.
 
   “What about your husband? Is he the one with the mustache in the photograph over the fireplace?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about him.”
 
   “But is that him? I mean, you mentioned him last night about how times got tough…”
 
   Ruth’s hands bony hands went to the wheels and she spun herself around so quickly that Robert, leaning on the back of the chair as he was, almost fell over.
 
   “I said I don’t want to talk about him. You’d be best served not to talk about him either.”
 
   She leveled her green eyes when she said this, and Robert saw something in them that he had never seen in the short time he had spent in her presence.
 
   Fear.
 
   Robert swallowed hard and changed subjects again.
 
   “And the girl?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed, becoming hard again.
 
   “What girl?”
 
   “The one over the fireplace, the one—” He caught himself before he said beside your husband. “—uh, the blonde one.”
 
   Wendy surprised him by smirking.
 
   “Ah, yes. Jacky. She was Sean’s daughter. Stayed with us until the end. Like Sean, she helped out. This is a big place, Robert, and I don’t know if you realized this, but it takes a lot of work to keep it tidy.”
 
   Until the end.
 
   What the hell did that mean?
 
   “What happened to Jacky?”
 
   Ruth shrugged, her narrow shoulders rising and falling. 
 
   “She left…when things got tough, she sought greener pastures, I guess.”
 
   “And Sean?”
 
   “Sean stayed until the end. But now…well I told you already, he only runs a few errands every now and again. Like the letter.”
 
   And there it was again: until the end.
 
   He assumed that she meant until Patricia’s ‘accident,’ but he didn’t press the issue. And then what Ruth said next put an end to the discussion.
 
   “I’m hungry, Robert. Take me downstairs and fix me something to eat.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
   “Amy!” Robert glanced at the brown door at the back of the kitchen, and breathed more easily when he saw that it was still closed. And locked. After Amy’s nightmare, he had put the padlock back on, and then made sure it was closed tight. The odd thing was that he hadn’t been able to locate the key—had never even seen the thing—which meant that either Ruth had come down to unlock it (unlikely) or Amy had it. 
 
   Or Patricia.
 
   Robert shook his head and went to the landing of the grand staircase.
 
   That wasn’t real. It was stress; stress and shock from falling down the stairs.
 
   “Amy!” he shouted again. 
 
   Then he waited. 
 
   Aunt Ruth was in the room with the fireplace, her nose buried in a book, and he poked his head in.
 
   “Ruth? Have you seen Amy?”
 
   She grunted and shook her head, not even bothering to raise her eyes.
 
   “Thanks,” he grumbled. He was about to head upstairs when he peeked around the staircase to the glass doors near the back of the property. It was pouring outside again, making it difficult for him to see much of anything, but he noticed that one of the doors wasn’t completely closed. He hurried over, wondering why Amy had left it open after coming back in this afternoon, but when he got closer he saw muddy footprints on the flagstones outside. 
 
   Robert’s breath caught in his throat. 
 
   The footprints were small, barefoot, and just about Amy’s size.
 
   He pulled the door open a few more inches and tried and block the rain from pouring in with his body. 
 
   “Amy!” he yelled into the downpour. But it was no use; his words were swallowed by the rain. Squinting hard, he stared into the blackness, trying to pick out her small form. 
 
   Robert saw no one; only her footprints on the flagstones, refusing to be washed away. Beyond the stones, he could see several muddy depressions in the deep grass, but these quickly faded away. It wasn’t quite six in the evening, and yet the rain was so powerful and the clouds so dark overhead that it was nearly impossible for him to make out anything more than twenty feet from the door. 
 
   Frowning, Robert leaned inside and pulled the door shut.
 
   A quick glance down showed that his shirt was completely soaked, as was the front of his pants. 
 
   It looked as if he had pissed himself.
 
   What the hell is she doing out there in the rain? 
 
   Robert hurried to the front of the house, retrieving his rain jacket and his worn running shoes. Had he known that it rained ninety percent of the time in Hainsey County, he would have brought his boots. 
 
   But he hadn’t.
 
   Those, like the rest of his stuff, were back at the house, probably being boxed up by men with muscular arms adorned with REPO tattoos.
 
   Fuck. 
 
   It suddenly struck him again just how fucked up things really were. 
 
   How bad they had gotten.
 
   A massive lightning strike illuminated the entire house as if fireworks had been set off inside. Robert cringed, but when the massive thunderclap followed, he veritably crouched, instinctively covering his head. 
 
   When it passed, he stood up straight, realizing that he was once again behaving like a scared child, and that this wasn’t helping things. And it definitely wasn’t helping Amy.
 
   He peeked into the sitting room to see if Ruth had noticed the storm, but the woman hadn’t even flinched; her nose was still buried in the book.
 
   “Going out to see if Amy’s in the rain,” he informed her. 
 
   Ruth grumbled something incoherent, but didn’t look up.
 
   Robert hurried to the back door and glanced out before pulling it open. He was surprised to see that while although the footprints appeared faded from the heavy rain, he could still make them out.
 
   He took a deep breath and yanked the door wide, steeling himself against the torrential downpour and the wind. 
 
   Then he stepped outside.
 
   “Amy!” he yelled. “Amy! You out here?”
 
   Robert’s voice had grown hoarse from shouting, but he couldn’t help himself. 
 
   “Amy!”
 
   Even though the rain had flattened the trail that she had left in the long grass, Robert followed the direction they had pointed toward the back of the property. Any moment now, he expected to see Amy, playing in the mud, laughing and rolling like a dog trying to rid itself of ticks.
 
   At least that was what he hoped.
 
   The wind and rain were so strong that he was forced to bow his head as he plunged forward, his hood pushed down to his eyebrows. 
 
   Twice he looked back, only to see the lights from the house about fifty feet away.
 
   It felt like he had walked three times that distance.
 
   Robert continued forward, telling himself that once he made it to the edge of the property where the fields began, he would double back.
 
   She’s back inside…the footprints are from earlier in the day.
 
   But his inner monologue had become untrustworthy, unconvincing.
 
   “Amy! Amy, if you’re out here, answer me!”
 
   He picked up his pace, pushing harder into the rain.
 
   After a few more steps, he made out a shadowy outline in the distance.
 
   “Amy?”
 
   He was practically running now, the tall, wet grass grabbing at his legs, threatening to pull him down.
 
   His heart sunk. 
 
   “Shit.”
 
   It wasn’t Amy, but the large boulders that marked the back of the property. He continued toward them anyway, hoping that Amy was just playing a silly hide-and-seek game, that she was cowering behind one of them. As he neared, his feet started to sink progressively deeper in the soft mud. Even in the rain, Robert confirmed that the boulders were definitely larger now, the hard rain over the past few days having eaten away at most of the soil, making the ground surrounding them a muddy mess.
 
   “Amy!”
 
   Just as he was about to turn back, he caught sight of something sticking out of the mud near the largest stone. It was white, and seemed wholly out of place amidst the dark brown, soupy earth. He hustled over to it, crouching on his haunches to get a better look, not caring that his jeans were immediately coated in the mud.
 
   Robert’s first inclination was that it was Mr. Gregorius’s white belly, but as he leaned closer down, he realized that that was impossible.
 
   It was too white, too hard to be a stuffed animal left out in the rain. Besides, Amy would never abandon the bunny like that.
 
   What the fuck is it?
 
   He reached out and flicked a hunk of dirt off the top. 
 
   His heart seemed to stop beating when he finally realized what it was.
 
   “No,” he moaned. 
 
   It wasn’t Mr. Gregorius, but the bones of a human hand sticking out of the mud. The fingers appeared tensed, the tips digging into the soft ground, and with the wrist angled the way it was, protruding from the mud, it appeared to Robert as if it were trying to climb out.
 
   He wiped rain from his brow, then glanced up, trying to focus on the stones. It only took another second before he identified what they really were: these weren’t normal rocks, strategically placed as some sort of crude property marker, but massive tombstones that rose higher than his waist.
 
   His heart finally pumped, flooding his body with both blood and adrenaline. The sensation was so powerful that he fell backward. Robert went with the fall, and then tried to scoot backward, but the mud was too soft, too wet, and his efforts only served to make him sink deeper.
 
   A yelp escaped his blue lips as another bolt of lightning illuminated the evening sky, affording him a clear look at the words crudely etched in the hard rock: Patricia Beatrice Harlop. 
 
   “Fuck!” he yelled.
 
   Robert flipped over and scrambled on all fours, finally managing to escape the mud’s hold. When he made it to more solid earth, he stood.
 
   And then he was running—running as hard and fast as he could back to the house.
 
   Blood rushed in his ears, giving the thunderclap that followed the lightning a strange, ocean-like quality.
 
   “Amy!” he hollered at the top of his lungs. “Ammmmyyyyy!”
 
   The lights from the house suddenly came into view, and he redoubled his efforts. 
 
   He was nearly back on the flagstones when he detected movement from above.
 
   Robert glanced upward and immediately stopped cold.
 
   He had found Amy.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
   “Get down from there! Amy!”
 
   But either his daughter didn’t hear him, or she was ignoring him. Her head was downcast, her chin nearly pressed against her pink t-shirt, her hair dark and wet, covering her face. Although Amy’s arms were limp, he could see that she was holding something in her right hand.
 
   Mr. Gregorius.
 
   Robert’s mind flashed to the story that Ruth had told him about how Patricia had fallen off the roof. 
 
   “Amy! Get down from there!”
 
   Rain continued to pelt his face, intermittently obscuring his vision. 
 
   But what if it isn’t Amy…what if it’s Patty? Patty and her rat, the one she was probably forced to eat when things got bad…
 
   He shook his head and cursed himself for not being able to concentrate, to focus on the fact that his daughter was on the fucking roof of a hundred-year-old mansion in the pouring rain.
 
   “Amy!” he screamed at the top of his lungs. “Amy, go back inside right now!”
 
   Behind her, he could see the open window, the seafoam-green walls of their shared room. 
 
   “Amy!”
 
   Robert wiped the rain from his face, and as he did, Amy slowly raised her head.
 
   Only it wasn’t Amy.
 
   It was little Patricia, her face sallow, her cheeks sunken. She looked like she hadn’t eaten in days. Weeks even.
 
   “Fuck,” Robert groaned, so shocked that his revelation had come true that he actually stumbled backward.
 
   Patricia’s eyes were a solid black, all pupils, no hint of iris or whites.
 
   Movement from behind her drew his gaze. There was someone moving toward the window from inside the estate.
 
   Robert took another step backward, unsure of what to do next. His heart was racing, his vision blurred now from both the rain and the blood pumping in his retinas.
 
   Ruth? It’s Ruth…it has to be, coming out of the window. But what the fuck is she doing on the roof?
 
   Part of him knew that what he was seeing wasn’t real, that it was just some sort of mirage, but it seemed real. Everything about it, from the way the rain bounced off Patricia’s rag-covered shoulders, the way the light from inside spilled from between her legs and around her head, like some sort of fuzzy halo, seemed so utterly and completely real.
 
   But it couldn’t be; it just couldn’t.
 
   Because Patrick Beatrice Harlop was dead. 
 
   As he watched, the figure crouched and then stepped out of the window and onto the roof behind Patricia. Lightning flashed, but Robert didn’t need the illumination to confirm that it most definitely wasn’t Ruth coming onto the roof to collect her daughter. There was just no way the old croon could be that nimble. Besides, this figure was larger, much larger, and had a thick brown mustache and dark pockets encircling even darker eyes.
 
   Eyes like Patricia’s.
 
   It was the man whose picture was up on the mantle beside Ruth’s; it was James Harlop.
 
   Robert was tempted to close his eyes, to will all of this nonsense away, when a thunderclap brought him back. He suddenly felt dizzy, caught between two worlds. His senses were telling him that this was real, that there really was a girl on the roof with her father creeping up behind her, while his rational mind was informing him that that was impossible. That this was just a figment of his imagination, fueled by stress, fatigue, and God knows whatever else he had been feeling over the past few horrible months. 
 
   But regardless of whether these apparitions were actually real, he was still a good person. And he couldn’t risk the possibility of a young girl, a young girl Amy’s age, getting hurt. Or worse.
 
   “H-h-hey!” he stammered. His words were immediately swallowed by the rain, and he shouted again, more forcefully this time. “Hey! What are you doing up there? Amy—uh, Patty, get down!”
 
   But neither of the two dark outlines on the roof seemed to notice him, let alone respond. The man slowly crept forward, and was now but a few feet from an unsuspecting Patty, who seemed to still be in a trance, or sleepwalking, or something that kept her gaze rooted on her feet. 
 
   “Hey!” Robert shouted again. Finally getting some feeling back in his legs, he stepped toward the house. “Get down from there!”
 
   Again, neither of them responded. James Harlop kept moving forward, careful not to lose his footing on the worn roof shingles. Lightning flashed again, and when Robert saw the man’s face for a second time, the man’s motives were as clear as the thin lips that were forced together in an icy expression.
 
   He’s going to push her off the roof! 
 
   Robert stared upward in disbelief.
 
   “Hey! Get the fuck away from her!” he shouted. “Get away from—”
 
   Then something happened—two things, actually, happening nearly simultaneously. The thunder from the lightning suddenly tore open the dark sky, and Patty raised her face to meet Robert’s gaze.
 
   Only it wasn’t Patty anymore.
 
   It was Amy. His Amy. 
 
   His Amy was on the roof with a man stalking her from behind with only one sadistic intention.
 
   Robert shook his head, trying to make sense of what was happening. When clarity continued to elude him, he tried blinking rapidly.
 
   That didn’t work either.
 
   “Daddy?” 
 
   Even though the word was but a whisper, it somehow made it to his ears through the torrential downpour. 
 
   Amy’s fear was palpable. 
 
   Robert wanted to run inside, to bound up the stairs and onto the roof and save Amy…but he was terrified that the second he left, James would push her off. 
 
   Instead, Robert did the only thing that he could. He moved to directly beneath her and screamed his fool head off.
 
   “Get away from her! Get away from her, you goddamn freak! Amy! Amy!”
 
   But the man still didn’t respond to his shouts. Nor did Amy.
 
   “Amy! Go back inside, go—”
 
   But as he surveyed the scene, he realized that what he was saying didn’t make sense. With the man just a few feet behind her, still moving slowly, crouched, there was no way that Amy would be able to make it to the open window—he was standing in her way.
 
   Robert quickly changed tactics.
 
   “Amy! Turn around! Turn around, Amy. Turn around and run!”
 
   But it was too late. James Harlop suddenly reached out and shoved Amy hard in the back with both hands. 
 
   The little girl’s mouth went wide and she screamed, a horrible shriek that cut through the rain as her small body plummeted toward the concrete flagstones more than twelve feet below. 


 
   
  
 


Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Robert Watts wasn’t a religious man, but by all accounts, what happened next was a miracle. Even his pragmatic brain thought as much. After all, what else could explain the fact that he managed to actually catch his daughter’s falling body in his open arms? An accountant never even able to catch a beach ball in the swimming pool let alone a human being shoved from a roof. And yet he had. 
 
   Amy’s weight sent him crashing to a knee, but the spark of pain that flared from the impact barely registered with him. As his daughter stared up at him with wide eyes, Robert found himself unable to do anything but gape.
 
   Then as lightning lit up the sky again and was quickly chased by thunder, the stark reality that a man—that James Harlop, his uncle, if Ruth was to be believed—had actually shoved his daughter off the roof weighed down on him. Robert pulled Amy in close, holding her tight, and kissed the top of her wet head.
 
   “It’s okay, sweetie,” he said quietly as his eyes flicked back up to the open window. “I’m here. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
 
   His eyes darted back to the roof, and he caught James’s dark outline in the rain heading back in through the window.
 
   Amy eased herself from his tight embrace and looked up at him. There was a deep sadness in her eyes. 
 
   “Why did he push me?” she asked. 
 
   This question threw him for a loop; the fact that she knew she had been pushed, that it was a he that had pushed her, took him by surprise. After all, she had been standing with her back to him for the entire time.
 
   Robert shook his head, avoiding the question.
 
   “What the hell were you doing up there, Amy?” He grabbed her by the shoulders and resisted the urge to shake her. Her face was continually being pelted with rain, and she blinked rapidly to clear the water from her eyes before responding.
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   “Why, Amy? Why the hell were you on the roof? Did you see Patty? Did Patricia tell you to go up on the roof?”
 
   A look of confusion crossed Amy’s face, and he assisted her to her feet as he stood. 
 
   Why isn’t she more scared? She just fell off a roof, for Christ’s sake. 
 
   “Because, Daddy.”
 
   Robert’s eyes narrowed.
 
   “Because why?”
 
   She held Mr. Gregorius up. The animal was soggy and wet, his ears heavy from the water and flapping in front of his face.
 
   “Mr. Gregorius told me to.”
 
   Robert gritted his teeth and reached out and snatched the toy from her.
 
   “Hey!” she cried out, immediately trying to grab it. “Give it back!”
 
   He held her away with his other hand.
 
   “I don’t know what has gotten into you.” 
 
   His thoughts wandered to the hand he had seen in the makeshift grave, the mud melting away, revealing more and more of the white bones. With Amy on the roof, he had forgotten all about the tombstones. A shudder suddenly racked his entire body. “This—this place is not right. And we are leaving.”
 
   Robert grabbed Amy’s hand and pulled her toward him a little more roughly than he had intended. 
 
   “We are leaving right now.”
 
   A quick check indicated that his car keys were in his pocket; they could come back for everything else later. 
 
   In the morning, after the man…
 
   His eyes flicked upward again, but James Harlop was gone, having receded deeper into the Harlop Estate.
 
   As he made his way quickly around the side of the building post-haste, his shoes sticking in the sloppy mud as he pulled Amy along with him, his thoughts drifted to Ruth inside, alone, reading in the fireplace room.
 
   Should I…?
 
   Amy stumbled, and he bent down to pull her out of the mud. Like Robert’s clothes, her jeans and t-shirt—the same ones she had been wearing ever since Sean Sommers had knocked on their door with the letter—were covered in brown stains. 
 
   As they made it toward the front of the Harlop Estate, the rain pelted them relentlessly, as if trying to impede their progress toward Robert’s Mazda. The rain was so powerful at one point that Robert had no choice but to turn his face back toward the house. 
 
   His gaze first fell on the cracked steps, then the massive wooden door, before coming to rest on the weak light coming from the room in the front, the one that Ruth was reading in. 
 
   With his eyes trained on that window, he continued to move toward his car, which was parked in the center of the roundabout drive.
 
   She’ll be okay. It’s her husband, she’ll be fine.
 
   But when a shadow passed in front of the light, he suddenly felt a pang of guilt.
 
   It’s not my problem; my job is to save Amy.
 
   “Daddy?” Amy said, drawing him back out of his head.
 
   Robert looked down at her, and only then did he realize that they had stopped walking.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said, starting to move again. Less than a minute later, they finally made it to his Mazda and he pulled the rear door open. Without a word, Amy hopped inside. Robert shut her door and then got into the driver’s seat, not caring that their wet bodies were soaking the upholstered seats. 
 
   I’ll call. I’ll call the police.
 
   Robert teased his cell phone out of the pocket of his drenched jeans and wiped away some of the water with his hand. The screen was soaked, but thankfully it still turned on. 
 
   He thumbed 9-1-1 and hit send.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   The cell phone showed zero bars, but Robert was under the impression that you could make emergency calls from pretty much anywhere in the USA. That 9-1-1 always worked. 
 
   He tried again, but the screen went black, and it refused to turn on again. 
 
   “Fuck!” he swore, momentarily forgetting that Amy was in the backseat. 
 
   Evidently the rain had ruined his phone, or 9-1-1 worked everywhere in the US except for Hainsey County.
 
   Except for at the fucking Harlop Estate.
 
   His eyes darted back toward the house. He could no longer see movement in the front window, and he was beginning to doubt the shadow he had seen earlier. 
 
   After all, it wouldn’t have been the first time that his eyes had played tricks on him.
 
   A lightning flash illuminated the brick exterior of the house, revealing every one of the millions of nooks and crannies and crevices that marked the whitewashed surface in amazing clarity.
 
   “Daddy?” Amy suddenly asked. Robert’s eyes flicked up at her in the rearview. “Are we leaving, Daddy?”
 
   Robert chewed his lip. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   He looked down at Mr. Gregorius, forgetting that he still had the animal clutched tightly in his hand. After a moment of contemplation, he reached back and handed it to his daughter, who quickly grabbed it. The animal’s wet body slopped as she squeezed it and a smile graced her pretty face.
 
   Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!
 
   Robert couldn’t leave Ruth in there with a homicidal maniac. Not if it was her husband, brother, lover, or a fucking apparition…it didn’t matter who or what it was.
 
   He just couldn’t do it.
 
   With a sigh, he put his hand on the door handle, but a moment before pulling it wide, he turned back to Amy.
 
   “I want you to stay here, Amy. Stay in this car, and don’t come out no matter what. Stay low, stay quiet. In the morning, if…”
 
   He let his sentence trail off.
 
   If I don’t come back, and then what? 
 
   Then he remembered his conversation with Cal.
 
   “If I don’t come back, Uncle Cal will come get you in the morning. Listen to Cal. You can trust him.”
 
   Something dark passed over her heart-shaped face.
 
   “If you don’t come back? Why wouldn’t you come back, Daddy?”
 
   Robert shook his head and opened the door to the roaring rain. He stepped outside and then looked back at his daughter.
 
   “Please, Amy. Just stay inside. No matter what, stay inside the car.”
 
   When she nodded, dripping water onto her arms that were wrapped tightly around Mr. Gregorius, he felt his heart break. No girl should be without her mother, and yet he was putting her at risk of losing her father as well by heading back inside and confronting a would-be child murderer.
 
   His mind flicked to the dark pools that had been Patricia’s eyes.
 
   Is—is a child murderer. Patricia never fell off that roof. No matter what Ruth says, her daughter’s death was no accident. 
 
   Robert felt his mind waver, again reconsidering the best course of action, what would be best for Amy.
 
   But then a scream, a throaty, guttural cry, cut through the rain and wind, and his mind was made up for him.
 
   “I love you, Amy,” he said before closing the door. “I love you so much.”
 
   And then Robert ran back toward the Harlop Estate. 


 
   
  
 


Chapter 22
 
    
 
   The interior of the house was silent, as quiet as it had been when he had first arrived hand in hand with Amy, debating whether or not they should follow Ruth inside. The old leaden windows did a surprisingly good job at keeping the sound of the rain out, reducing even that to a dull, forgettable pitter-patter.
 
   Robert went to the sitting room first, his sopping shoes squishing so loudly that they made the notion of sneaking up on James out of the question.
 
   Ruth’s rusted wheelchair was where he had last seen it, but it was empty. Her book was closed and lying beside it. His eyes darted around the room, and it was all he could do to keep his gaze from lingering on the photographs on the mantle. He needed no further affirmation that the two people on the roof had been Ruth’s daughter and husband.
 
   Both of whom were dead.
 
   No, not Patricia…it was Amy. I caught Amy.
 
   Robert was about to leave the room and head upstairs when his eyes fell on the myriad of wrought iron tools standing upright beside the long condemned fireplace.
 
   Remembering the way that the man on the roof had pushed Amy off without hesitation, and the sheer size of him, his outline thick and tall like a linebacker, Robert was suddenly struck with the notion that perhaps it might be best if he had something to protect himself with. If he had hesitations about what Landon Underhill might do to him if confronted, then dealing with James Harlop emptyhanded was out of the question.
 
   As quietly as possible given his soaking shoes, Robert made his way to the fireplace and inspected the tools. All of them were covered in a layer of dust, and they were wrapped together in the circular holder in such a way that he couldn’t tell which handle belonged to which tool. The first one he grabbed and pulled out was a broom. He quickly jammed it back into the holder, cringing at the clanging metal-on-metal sound that it made. His hand closed on another handle—all of which were the same—just as he heard a muffled cry from somewhere far above him.
 
   The thin veneer of calm that had befallen him suddenly broke, and without even looking—please don’t be a shovel or scoop—at what fireplace tool he had grabbed, he yanked it out and hurried toward the bottom of the stairs. He hesitated, only for a split second, but then the sound came again and he was spurred to action.
 
   It wasn’t a cry, he realized, but a gasp. As if someone was struggling to breathe with a pillow on their face.
 
   Ruth is being smothered.
 
   A quick glance revealed that the wrought iron tool gripped in his white knuckles was the poker.
 
   Finally, something that went right. 
 
   As Robert bounded up the stairs, he shifted from dragging the tool to flipping it over his shoulder like a prehistoric man lumbering along with a club. But while his appearance matched the ferocity of such a man, inside his stomach was aflutter. 
 
   He wasn’t even sure that he would be able to actually strike someone with it, no matter the circumstances.
 
   Robert made his way toward Ruth’s room first, his pace slowing as he approached the half-open door. He became distinctly aware that the gasping and wheezing sounds that he had heard as he mounted the stairs were actually becoming less audible as he neared.
 
   He didn’t want to think about what that meant.
 
   Taking a deep breath and steeling himself with courage he didn’t know he possessed, Robert put his left hand against the door, aiming the poker in his right straight ahead, and shoved the door wide.
 
   The scene before him was so shocking that he almost dropped the poker. At the last second he caught it, but his grip was off balance, and the tip fell to the hardwood, making a thick thock sound as it embedded itself in the wood. 
 
   James Harlop was hunched over the bed, his back to Robert. But in response to the sound, he slowly began to move, turning to face Robert, his thin hair soaked with rain. Like when he had seen Patricia Harlop in the basement—a hallucination, not real—the man’s eyes were a dark black that filled his entire sockets. His mouth, but a thin line beneath the bushy reddish mustache, was twisted into a horrible sneer, spit mixing with the rain and dripping from his lower lip. The thin skin on his forehead was tight and crinkled as if holding his expression was incredibly taxing. 
 
   Robert glanced around James Harlop’s head and he quickly affirmed his worst nightmare.
 
   The man’s hands—thick, gnarled mitts of a laborer—were wrapped tightly around Ruth’s throat. Ruth’s eyes were completely red, and there was a speckling of broken vessels around her eyes that stood out on her face, which had acquired an unnatural bluish hue. The woman didn’t seem to notice Robert—she was too far gone to realize much of anything.
 
   James opened his mouth to say something, but instead of words coming out, his mouth just kept getting larger and larger, much like Patricia’s had in the basement. It was disgusting, horrific, but it was also somehow hypnotic. Robert found himself staring into the abyss, but the deeper he looked, the more he realized that there was something in there. Squinting, he tried to focus on the flashes of white and blue. It took him a moment to realize that it looked like an ocean, or some body of water, with small waves lapping the shore. He thought he could even hear the sound of the sea.
 
   Ruth suddenly gurgled, bringing Robert back. 
 
   Real or not, Robert couldn’t, wouldn’t, let this man murder Ruth. Without thinking, he lunged forward.
 
   For such a big man, James Harlop was quick. He released his grip on Ruth’s throat and spun toward him. His massive hands went out in front of him, preparing for Robert’s attack. But before they reached each other, lightning suddenly illuminated the otherwise dim room. 
 
   Robert lunged again.
 
   When the thunder followed, it took the lights with it, leaving all three of them in complete and utter darkness. Robert, perspiration beading on his already soaked forehead, panicked and swung the fireplace poker in a long, sweeping arc. It struck something hard, sending a shockwave up his hands and wrists. The hard surface suddenly gave way, which was quickly followed by a grotesque slurping sound.
 
   Then the lights flicked back on and Robert screamed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
   James was gone and the poker was embedded in Ruth Harlop’s skull. Either of these facts alone should have been enough to break Robert. 
 
   Even with the lights out, there was no way that James could have gotten by him and out the door without bumping into him. And the window beside Ruth’s bed was still closed.
 
   Robert’s face melted and he collapsed to his knees and started to cry.
 
   “No,” he moaned. Like a child, he spied Ruth Harlop through the cracks in the fingers that covered his face.
 
   The woman’s eyes had rolled back completely in her head, and her mouth was slack. Spit was drying on her chin, and her face was nearly completely purple. The poker, the side piece, the hook used to maneuver burning wood in a fire, was lodged in the left side of her head, just a couple of inches above her temple. Part of her skull on that side was pushed inward slightly, rendering the shape of her head more oblong than round. 
 
   There was less blood than he would have thought; the initial impact had sent a speckled geyser across the pillow and then on the hardwood, but it wasn’t far enough to hit the far wall. A thick line of the dark substance coated the side of her face, and there was a fist-sized pool on the pillow that seemed viscous, saturated.
 
   The sight of the blood made his stomach flip.
 
   “Where—where did you go?” he blubbered. Like a crazed person, his eyes darted about the room, trying to figure out how it was possible that James was no longer in here with him.
 
   He had been here, Robert was sure of it. He had been strangling Ruth, his wife, Robert’s aunt, and Robert…he had wanted to save her. All he’d wanted to do was save Ruth, Amy, his wife…and himself.
 
   Weeping, his arms suddenly felt too heavy, and they fell from his face to his sides, the backs of his hands smacking limply on the hardwood.
 
   “Why?” 
 
   The word was only answered by the rain plodding against the heavy windowpanes.
 
   After a while, a long while, Robert somehow managed to haul himself to his feet. His whirring, pragmatic mind had made no headway on trying to figure out what had happened. But he knew that he couldn’t stay here, on the floor, crying, especially not while Amy was out in the car alone.
 
   And he couldn’t leave Ruth here, like this, either. 
 
   Robert checked his cell phone again, and was offered momentary relief when it actually turned on. But he still couldn’t dial out.
 
   Slowly, he made his way to Ruth’s body, trying to only look at her out of the corner of his eye. She was dead, that much was certain; in fact, Robert thought that she might have been dead even before being struck in the head, which might explain the lack of extreme blood splatter. 
 
   His rational mind kicked in again.
 
   Would the autopsy prove that? Could a pathologist be one hundred percent sure that she was already dead before I brained her?
 
   His thoughts turned to the police officer, Officer Dwight, the sympathetic man who had delivered the news about Wendy, and imagined explaining the scenario to him.
 
   So, your wife left you with a pile of bills that you couldn’t pay? And then your house foreclosed?
 
   Yes.
 
   And then, let me get this right, you say that a man you have never seen before shows up at your door and hands you a letter?
 
   That’s correct.
 
   Okay, good. I just want to make sure that I’m following along correctly. So in this letter, there is a message from an aunt that you’ve never heard of…
 
   Yes.
 
   …and in this letter, from this aunt you never met, she promises that if you take care of her on her death bed, she will give you her mansion after she dies?
 
   Yes, I know—
 
   Convenient, isn’t it? 
 
   It’s the truth.
 
   Okay, okay. Imagine I buy this entire story. So what happened next? How did we end up here, with Aunt Ruth lying dead in the bed with a poker sticking out of the side of her head?
 
   The rest of the story would sound even more insane…dead girl in the basement with a rat, a dead man pushing his daughter off the roof…
 
   No, he couldn’t just call the police. If he had been worried about leaving Amy an orphan by confronting James Harlop, contacting the police would render this a near certainty. 
 
   Robert swallowed hard and mustered up the courage to go right up to the bed. Pressing his lips together tightly in case the urge to vomit overcame him, he stared down at Ruth Harlop’s face, her bluish skin so thin in places that he thought he could see the gleaming white bones beneath.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he muttered. 
 
   And then he made up his mind.
 
   No police officer would believe his account of what had happened. Robert wasn’t even sure he believed it.
 
   He would have to take matters in his own hands…there was no other option.
 
   Robert averted his eyes and grabbed the poker. It came free much easier than he had expected. What followed was a horrible wheezing sound, like a vacuum inside Ruth’s head had been released, and it was all he could do to avoid glancing at the gaping wound that had been left behind. 
 
   Gently placing the poker on the ground, he turned his attention to her body next. 
 
   Trying to convince himself that it was just a body, just like seeing Wendy first at the morgue, then in her coffin, he swallowed continuously, prepared to move his face away in case he felt the need to puke. 
 
   This tactic staved off any sickness, at least for now. With a gulp of fresh air, Robert reached across the frail woman’s corpse and grabbed the sheet on the other side of the bed. With a quick yank, he pulled the two sides together, wrapping Ruth’s body in a loose cocoon. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Robert said again, only this time he wasn’t sure if his words were directed at Ruth or at himself. 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Ruth Harlop was much lighter than Robert would have thought, even given her emaciated form. After all, he was an accountant, and the majority of his exercise came from lugging three-ring binders around and not bodies wrapped in sheets. Still, he had little problem hoisting the woman’s body over his shoulder like some sort of cannibal’s picnic blanket. Even getting to the stairs wasn’t all that difficult, and adrenaline fueled him to the bottom landing. After a short rest, he dragged Ruth’s corpse across the front hall and peered cautiously out the window beside the door.
 
   Robert was only greeted by the sight of more rain. Still coming down hard, he could barely make out his own car, the lights off now, parked just a couple dozen steps from the last of the dilapidated cement stairs.
 
   He considered going out front, running to the car to quickly check on Amy, but he couldn’t. 
 
   His fingers tightened on the wrapped end of the blanket, the former turning white while the latter was becoming progressively more red.
 
   What kind of—?
 
   He choked back a sob.
 
   What kind of father leaves his nine-year-old in a car, in the dark, during a thunderstorm? What kind of—?
 
   The sheet suddenly sagged as Ruth’s body shifted inside the cloth. He adjusted his grip, and then slung it over his right shoulder, continuing to hold it together with both hands. With his shoulder, he swiped at the tears that spilled down his face.
 
   A murderer, he thought. A murderer, that’s who.
 
   Robert shook his head and quickly made his way to the back of the estate, and then somehow managed to twist down to turn the doorknob before shoving the door open with his foot.
 
   Rain quickly spilled in through the opening, but he paid it no mind. He was already soaked, and was going to get even wetter, and the hardwood was still slick with rain from when he had first gone out looking for Amy.
 
   Robert was again forced to bow his head against the sheer force of the rain and wind, and did his best to simply trudge forward, his feet first moving sluggishly across the flagstones at the rear of the Harlop house, then sinking into the ever-softening mud. 
 
   Having lived in the house for nearly two weeks now, and in addition to looking after Ruth’s most basic needs, he had gotten into the habit of grooming some of the landscaping out front. It was a near impossible task; he was no horticulturist, let alone a landscaper, but it had been something to do to keep his mind off things. And, besides, Amy had seemed to enjoy spending the time with him out in nature.
 
   That is, when it wasn’t raining.
 
   After tending the overgrown shrubs, he’d always made sure to put the lawn tools in the shed to make sure that Amy didn’t get her hands on them. So the shed was where he headed first. Despite being close to the side of the estate, it took him longer to get to it than he would have hoped, a consequence of the extremely soft ground and the fact that the sheet, now fully soaked, had become considerably more heavy. Perseverance and the fear of leaving Amy an orphan drove him onward. Eventually he came up to the large gray structure, and relief washed over him. Intent on giving his aching muscles a break, he twisted the sheet so that Ruth’s corpse would remain fully encased before gently laying her on the mud. 
 
   With only the lights from the house behind him leading the way, he pulled the door to the dark, musty shed wide, thankful that he had elected not to lock it. It was pitch black inside, and without power, the last thing he wanted to do was enter. He waited, trying to give his eyes time to adjust, but with the rain dripping down over his lids, he could make out very little.
 
   Robert stepped inside and slowly, cautiously, started waving his arms in front of him like a blind man. He knocked over several items, which clanged loudly to the ground before his hands enclosed around the familiar broom-shaped handle of the shovel that he had placed against the side wall a few days ago. 
 
   With a deep breath, he left the shed and reentered the rain. Part of him was hoping that the sheet with Ruth’s body wrapped inside would be gone, that it would have either been washed away in all the rain or that this horrible nightmare was coming to an end.
 
   But it was still there. In fact, the rain had somehow managed to peel back one of the corners, revealing a matted mess of gray hair. Just the sight of those thin strands soaked with blood-tinged rainwater was enough to confirm his reality. The urge to run was strong then, but thoughts of Amy in the car, alone, terrified, drove him onward. Robert laid the shovel against the exterior of the warped wooden shed, and then bent down and twisted the sheet closed again. With a grunt, he raised it over his shoulder and then stood, his back groaning in protest. Then he grabbed the shovel and started walking again. 
 
   After what he had seen, the gleaming bone hand in the mud—exposed nearly up to the elbow now as the mud continued to melt away—seemed absurdly normal. 
 
   Seeing Amy pushed off the roof and Ruth’s skull being bashed in, he doubted much could faze him now. Still, for some reason, he couldn’t find it in himself to unceremoniously plunk Ruth’s body down on top of the other skeleton, something that would have undoubtedly made hiding the body easier. It just seemed too callous, too unfeeling.
 
   It felt wrong.
 
   Instead, he moved to just below it on the hill, and again laid the sheet on the ground.
 
   Lightning flashed in the night sky, and Robert’s eyes instinctively flipped upward. It was a tremendous burst, one that branched like an ancient, luminescent oak tree. Robert was momentarily lost in its beauty, and as the rain dripped into his open eyes, he felt his grasp of reality slipping away. Thoughts started pinballing in his skull, memories starting as far back as first meeting Wendy, through Amy’s birth, to everything that had happened since the police officer’s visit, all in dizzying fast-forward motion.
 
   It was the thunder that brought him back; a horrific crack that sent a shiver up and down his spine.
 
   With a heavy sigh, Robert let the tears that spilled down his cheeks mix with the rain.
 
   Then he gripped the shovel in both hands and started to dig in the loose mud. 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 25
 
    
 
   It could have been an hour, or it could have just as easily been three. With the rain continuing to fall, the sky remained unchanging as time bled from early evening and into night. But eventually the hole was completely dug out, a pathetic three-foot square in the muddy landscape that was only a hair over two feet deep. As Robert finally allowed himself a moment to catch his breath and to try to slow his racing heart, he witnessed some of the mud that he had shoveled slowly begin to slide back in again. He had to hurry; it wouldn’t surprise him if by morning the hole was completely filled in again.
 
   Hands split and blistered, the muscles in his arms and back burning despite the cool, wet air, Robert couldn’t even muster enough effort to lift Ruth’s body. Instead, he got on his knees and with the last of his waning strength, he managed to roll the sheet and body into the makeshift grave. It was a blessing that Ruth had been so small, so emaciated, as he doubted that in his current state he would have been able to move an ounce more. The result was far from glamorous, but it would have to do. And it was better than piling it on top of another body, whoever it was.
 
   Robert couldn’t ever remember his parents taking him to church, so he had no idea what sort of prayer was appropriate in a case like this. He wasn’t even sure if any prayer would be appropriate. Nevertheless, he felt compelled to utter a few words. 
 
   Scooping a handful of mud in his ravaged hands, he leaned over the sheet and said, “I’m sorry for what happened, Ruth Harlop. I can only hope that where you are now, you are with those that truly loved you.”
 
   Then he dropped the mud, and it landed on the sheet with a surprisingly audible thunk. He knew that he should finish the job, completely cover the evidence, but for now, however, his hands were too shredded, too soaked with rain, blood, and burst blisters to do anything else. 
 
   The rain would do the rest. 
 
   With a heavy sigh, Robert picked the shovel up gingerly between two fingers and flung it over his shoulder, wincing at the spark of pain that radiated across his entire back. He was about to turn, when he heard a voice and he froze.
 
   “Hello?” The voice was soft, sweet, barely audible over the rain. It was a woman’s voice.
 
   Robert resisted the urge to turn. 
 
   It’s not real. No one is out here in the rain. No one saw.
 
   He shut his eyes tightly and tried to focus on the sound of the rain pelting off of his jacket.
 
   Nothing—he heard nothing. 
 
   He had just let out his breath out in an exasperated sigh when the voice returned.
 
   “Hello? Is that you?”
 
   Robert opened his eyes and slowly swiveled in the mud, his hand instinctively tightened on the shovel.
 
   Just in case.
 
   But what he laid eyes on was anything but threatening.
 
   “Wha—wha—wha—?” he blubbered.
 
   There was a woman approaching, a beautiful woman dressed in a white lace undergarment, her long blonde hair perfectly manicured as if she had just stepped out of the salon. Robert wiped the rain from his eyes. Even though the woman had no umbrella or covering of any kind, her hair seemed perfect. Perfect and dry. In fact, the rain that still poured from the sky didn’t seem to be falling on her at all. 
 
   With the hand not holding the shovel, Robert, mouth agape, held it out palm up, to the rain. As expected, he felt the rain bouncing off his shredded skin.
 
   What the fuck? 
 
   The woman was smiling as she moved toward him, her feet seeming to slide over the mud rather than sinking into it. Robert felt his muscles seize, and his ability to move went the way of his speech. It was as if he was locked in place, unable to do anything but stare. 
 
   His eyes, however, were free to wander up and down her body.
 
   The lace outfit was closer to lingerie than a nightie, he realized. The woman’s breasts were large and full, the dark nipples just visible enough through the fabric for him to make out their outline. The lingerie was short, barely reaching her mid-thigh, and it seemed, as strange as it was, that with every glide it hiked up a little more. Before long, his eyes were locked onto the ‘v’ between her legs, watching and waiting as it slid up a little more…then a little more…
 
   Despite everything, despite the horror of his daughter being shoved off the roof, despite crushing Ruth’s skull with the poker and burying her in the mud, he felt the front of his rain-soaked jeans tightening. He tried to will this feeling away, but the woman’s swaying movements were hypnotic, locking him in an erotic trance. 
 
   Robert didn’t want to admit it, but he was aroused. After everything, he was suddenly overcome with a desire for this woman, this beautiful woman who seemed impervious to rain.
 
   The shovel slipped from his hand and fell to the mud, but Robert didn’t even notice. For the first time in what seemed like forever, his mind suddenly felt less muddled, less overburdened with the need to work out the details of a reality that didn’t make sense. The singular powerful desire that gripped him then was liberating. And there was nothing he could do but give in to it.
 
   When the woman made it to within a foot of him, she stopped, and her beautiful, full lips started to part.
 
   “My name is Jacky,” she said softly, and although the name was oddly familiar to Robert, for the life of him, he couldn’t quite place it.
 
   And then it happened. 
 
   Jacky took him by surprise and leaned in and kissed him on the corner of his mouth. The move was so unexpected that Robert actually fell backwards, landing in the mud with an audible plop.
 
   In an instant, she was on him, straddling him, hiking her gown up high enough to give Robert an eyeful of the soft, smooth mound beneath. A gasp escaped him, which was promptly cut off by another kiss. Only this one wasn’t a peck on his check, but full on his mouth, her tongue probing. Robert’s hands instinctively went to her breasts, pushing them together, reveling in their firmness.
 
   How long has it been? he wondered absently. How long has it been since I had sex with Wendy?
 
   Jacky sat up and leaned backward, and as she rhythmically rubbed her lower half against his tight jeans, she started to moan. 
 
   Robert squeezed her breasts hard and pulled her back down to him, kissing her with a hunger that was so unlike him, so foreign, that it threatened to take him out of the moment.
 
   He wouldn’t let it. 
 
   Jacky wasn’t shocked by his aggression; if anything, she seemed to become lost in it. Taking control, Robert rolled her over so that now he was on top, oblivious to the rain and mud that coated nearly every square inch of his body now. The only thing he could feel was her—all of her—warm and inviting beneath him. His hand slipped to between her legs and he gasped again when his cold, nearly numb fingers felt the warm wetness there. He frantically went to his zipper, desperately trying to free himself from his jeans that had gone from uncomfortable to painful in seconds. 
 
   As he pulled the zipper down and reached inside, his lips moved from her mouth to her chin, then to her neck. He closed his eyes and breathed her in, the sweet smell of her skin like…like rot.
 
   Robert’s eyes snapped open.
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   The golden-haired apparition was gone. Beneath him was a decomposing face, the eye sockets empty, the decayed lips revealing a row of perfect, white teeth. He recoiled, his eyes locked in horror on the maggots that rooted in and out of the hole in the cheek, following perfectly in the wet tracks his lips had just made.
 
   “What the fuck!” he yelled. As Robert shoved the rotting corpse away and bounded to his feet, he wiped desperately at his mouth, trying to get the taste of maggots off his tongue. Then he gagged and spat.
 
   “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he repeated as he stared down at her.
 
   What the fuck is wrong with me! 
 
   Robert ignored his aching muscles and ran toward the house as fast as his legs would take him. 


 
   
  
 


Chapter 26
 
    
 
   Insane. I have gone completely and utterly insane. 
 
   Robert didn’t go into the house first; instead, he went around the side of the Harlop Estate, legs and lungs burning as he ran. 
 
   It seemed impossible that the rain could increase in fervor, but it seemed to be the case. It was coming down in sheets, and Robert could barely even see his car. He slowed as he neared what he thought was the dark outline of his Mazda, but he didn’t stop quickly enough and he banged his shins against the door.
 
   The pain simply added to the agony that encased his entire body. 
 
   Gasping from both fear and the exertion, he fumbled with the door, the blisters on his hands making it difficult to feel anything specific. Eventually he found the handle to the rear door and pulled it wide. Wiping the rain from his face, he leaned in, expecting the worst.
 
   “Amy?” he whispered.
 
   Relief washed over him when he saw his daughter lying on her side, her head nestled against Mr. Gregorius as a pillow. Despite the rain and thunder, which sounded like a warzone inside the vehicle, Amy appeared to be sleeping soundly. 
 
   Robert wasn’t sure what to do next, so he simply pulled himself inside the car and closed the door behind him. The dome light immediately clicked out, filling the interior with an unwelcomed darkness. 
 
   After what he had seen, he didn’t so much feel like being in the dark right now.
 
   Or maybe ever again.
 
   Robert’s blistered and torn fingers went to the ceiling and he pressed the dome light, turning it back on. He held his hands out in front of him for a moment, examining the damage he had done in good lighting for the first time. 
 
   His palms were shredded, thick hunks of skin hanging like uncooked pork rinds, revealing a mucousy, red and raw layer beneath. He gently curled his fingers and looked away.
 
   “What happened?” he whispered, careful not to wake Amy. 
 
   But his query wasn’t directed at his hands. He knew what had happened to them. 
 
   He was asking about the encounter with…with the woman with the golden hair, with Jacky. But already the details were becoming fuzzy in his mind, accosted by extreme fatigue. 
 
   His first inclination was to just drive, to crawl between the front seats and drive as far away from this fucking place, from Aunt Ruth, the Harlop Estate, and everything that came with it, real or imagined—and just head elsewhere. North, maybe. Neither Robert nor Amy had been to Canada, but he heard that Montreal was especially beautiful. 
 
   They could change their names, start all over again.
 
   Forget all of this—the foreclosure, Ruth, her husband, fuck, forget even about Wendy and Landon. 
 
   Move on. Literally.
 
   But as Robert’s gaze moved from his wounded hands to the rain outside the window, he realized that this wasn’t a real option. For one, he was an accountant—an unemployed accountant—not an international criminal. 
 
   But he would leave here, of that much he was certain. Whatever Ruth had told him about Patricia’s death and her husband, she was either mistaken or lying. And he had no desire to become any more involved than he already was.
 
   Had—had been lying. She’s dead now.
 
   A shudder ran through him. The certainty of that state—of being dead—was something that Robert suddenly had a difficult time understanding.
 
   “An accident…” he whispered. “It was just an accident.”
 
   Lightning lit up the sky again, and Robert turned his gaze upward. 
 
   Is this what you felt like, Wendy? Before you died, trapped in the car in the rain? Were you confused? Exhausted? Is this what it is like to die?
 
   Amy moaned softly and shifted her head on Mr. Gregorius.
 
   “No, I’m not going anywhere tonight—not in this rain.” Robert’s eyes darted to the Harlop Estate. “But there is no way I’m sleeping in that place, either.”
 
   He shivered, then managed to wriggle his body so that he was half on top and half beside his sleeping daughter.
 
   In the morning…in the morning I’m going to get the fuck out of here. I’m going to take Amy and leave this terrible place forever.
 
   And then, despite everything, exhaustion gripped him and he fell into a deep slumber. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part III – The Marrow 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27
 
    
 
   Robert Watts awoke with his entire body in pain. His hands were throbbing, his back and shoulders burning as if they had been set alight. With a groan, he opened his eyes slowly, tentatively, worried that even his eyelids might ache if he moved too quickly. Then, still groggy with sleep, he wondered where in the world he was. 
 
   Then Amy opened her eyes and he remembered; he remembered everything. 
 
   He wished to God that he could just forget, but he had never been lucky.
 
   Ignoring his body’s persistent protests, he forced himself to an upright position. For Amy, he tried to keep a straight face, while inside he just wanted to collapse into a heap. 
 
   A quick glance out the window revealed that sometime during the night the rain had stopped and for once the sun seemed to be out, shining brightly down on the Harlop Estate.
 
   “Daddy? What happened to your hands?”
 
   “Huh?” Robert grunted and looked down. The sight of his raw and shredded flesh made him cringe, and he flipped his hands over, hiding the majority of the damage from both Amy and from himself. “Nothing…nothing.” 
 
   “Why are you covered in mud?” 
 
   Robert gave himself a onceover. Although some of the mud that covered his jeans had dried, most hadn’t, leaving behind thick smears of the brown stuff. There were more streaks of mud on his rain jacket.
 
   “I was—I was—” But he realized that he couldn’t really tell Amy anything about what he had done last night, nothing about burying Ruth’s body and then rolling around in the mud with Jacky. And he hated lying to the girl. So instead of answering, he changed the subject.
 
   “We need to go inside, sweetie. Get our stuff, pack up.”
 
   Amy sat up, and her thin blonde eyebrows traveled up her forehead.
 
   “We’re leaving?” she asked. Robert detected a hint of sadness in her voice.
 
   “Yeah, we’re leaving,” he replied, his eyes drifting out the front windshield and falling on the cracked and broken cement steps leading up to the massive wooden door.
 
   In his periphery, Robert saw Amy pull Mr. Gregorius up to her face. 
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   Robert kept his eyes trained ahead on the Harlop Estate, wondering why in God’s name he had ever brought Amy here in the first place. 
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Mr. Gregorius doesn’t want to leave.”
 
   Robert reached for the door handle, wincing at the feeling of the hard plastic in his ragged palms.
 
   “Well, Mr. Gregorius is going to have to deal with it, because we are not staying another night in this place.”
 
   He pulled the car door open and relished the sensation of the hot sun on his face. It would take much more than this to actually warm him to the core, he knew, but this was a welcomed start. He was about to step out when Amy grabbed his arm. 
 
   Robert turned and was surprised by his daughter’s suddenly cold expression.
 
   “What is it, swee—?”
 
   “Mr. Gregorius says he doesn’t want to leave, that we still have work to do here,” she hissed.
 
   Robert cringed.
 
   Work? Do you not remember last night? Do you not remember that you were shoved from the roof? 
 
   He squinted at her, trying hard to figure out what was going on in her head. 
 
   Maybe she remembered, maybe she didn’t. Either way, it would do no good to remind her. 
 
   Robert shook her hand away.
 
   “Like I said, Mr. Gregorius will have to deal. Now come inside and help me pack our things.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Robert wasn’t sure why he was so surprised; after all, things had gone so horribly wrong since moving into the Harlop Estate that fuckups like this one had become the status quo.
 
   He and Amy had packed up their clothes in less than fifteen minutes, and were out of the house in under than twenty. Both had come to grips with putting this terrible experiment behind them. 
 
   He would find another way to pay the bills, make sure that they had a way to eat. A place to live. But it wasn’t going to be here. 
 
   After buckling Amy into her booster in the back and lowering his aching body into the driver seat, a feeling of dread started to form in the pit of Robert’s stomach. It was so strong that he hesitated before putting the key in the ignition. 
 
   There was something wrong—something else wrong. It took him another moment, but then he realized what it was. 
 
   The dome light had never turned on when he’d opened the door. 
 
   Robert swallowed hard and turned the key. As he had feared, the engine made an abbreviated chuffing sound, but didn’t turn over. He tried again, but this time was only greeted by silence, confirming what he knew in the back of his mind all along.
 
   The battery was dead. 
 
   He turned his head skyward and stared into the bright sun.
 
   “Fuck!” he yelled. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”
 
   His breathing was coming in ragged bursts, and he felt his face redden. He gripped the steering wheel with both hands, and then started to twist his grip, trying to crush it. The thin skin that had formed over his blisters throughout the night tore and warm liquid trickled between his clenched fingers.
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   “Not now, Amy,” he said through gritted teeth. He snaked his right hand down into the track pants that he had changed into and pulled out his cell phone. After his extracurriculars last night, there seemed to be some water trapped beneath the screen, but it miraculously powered up nonetheless.
 
   His anger suddenly vanished, and was immediately replaced by solemn condemnation.
 
   “Please,” he whispered, waiting as the phone’s software loaded. But when it finally booted up, in place of the bars that he expected, there was only a red X.
 
   “Fuck!” he yelled again, his anger returning in spades. He threw the door open and stepped out into the sun. Rearing back, he felt compelled to throw his cell phone as far as humanly possible. But at the last second, his eyes fell on the cherub with the X’d out eyes and this somehow grounded him.
 
   Smashing his cell phone wouldn’t fix any of their problems.
 
   Robert lowered his arm. He felt like weeping, and if it weren’t for Amy, he probably would have. He would have simply collapsed into a heap and waited until someone—Sean, maybe? The police?—came and found him there. And then they would find Ruth’s body and throw him in prison. 
 
   And that was okay.
 
   That was what he deserved. 
 
   An image of the elderly woman’s skull caved in on one side with a quarter-sized hole from the fireplace poker, oozing gray brain matter and dark blood, came to him, and he suddenly felt sick.
 
   Bile rose up in his throat, but when he felt a small hand brush his right arm, he choked it back down and turned to face his daughter. Amy was holding her now grimy pink bunny rabbit tightly to her chest.
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   Robert wiped his tears away.
 
   “Yeah, sweetie?”
 
   “There’s someone here, Daddy,” she said with a nod.
 
   Robert’s brow furled.
 
   Someone here? Like…like James or Patricia or Jacky?
 
   But then he heard the sound of the front gate being forced open, a horrible metal on metal grinding that made his ears ring.
 
   Robert rose and stepped to action, moving protectively in front of his daughter.
 
   “Go,” he whispered. “Go back inside and hide. Right now.”
 
   Amy made a face, an expression that made it painfully clear that going back inside the Harlop Estate was not high on her to-do list. And it wasn’t something that Robert was keen on either. Yet, he couldn’t have her here; she couldn’t be seen with him. 
 
   Just in case…in case of what, he wasn’t sure. But after last night…
 
   He hesitated, but there was another metallic grind, and the gate was pushed even wider, just wide enough for a figure in a dark black hoodie to squeeze through.
 
   Robert turned back to his daughter, fear in his eyes.
 
   “Go! Please, Amy! Go inside!” 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 28
 
    
 
   Robert stared at his glass of scotch as if it were the most interesting thing in the world. He swirled the golden liquid slightly, then quickly brought it to his lips and gulped the rest of the glass. Standing on wobbly legs, he turned and went to the liquor cabinet to refill it.
 
   “Robbo, listen, man, I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what the fuck happened.” 
 
   Robert shut his eyes for a moment, trying to force away the vision of Ruth’s collapsed skull, of Amy being shoved from the roof. Of Jacky and her blonde hair and soft, sweet lips.
 
   He didn’t believe in ghosts, but his rational mind was having a hard time reconciling what he had seen, what had happened, with the pragmatic world. He kept telling himself that it was a trick, that this wasn’t happening outside his mind, but it had all been so real…his hands had vibrated when the poker had struck Ruth’s skull, and his mouth had filled with the taste of maggots when he had kissed Jacky’s corpse. 
 
   With a deep breath, he opened his eyes, poured himself two fingers, finished it, then poured a third drink before turning back to face his friend.
 
   Cal, for what it was worth, looked as if he hadn’t slept in days either. The man’s greasy black hair hung limply over his forehead and covered part of his face, but it did a poor job of hiding the thick, dark circles beneath his eyes. He had since removed the dark sweatshirt he had arrived in, revealing a stained Red Hot Chili Peppers t-shirt beneath. The bottom hem of the shirt was ragged, and there were several moth-eaten holes large enough to reveal his pasty white belly beneath.
 
   Robert swallowed hard.
 
   “I—I came here to look after a woman.”
 
   Cal nodded.
 
   “Yeah, I knew that much—where is the old broad, anyway? Her chair and oxygen tank are at the bottom of the stairs, but—”
 
   Robert hushed him by raising his hand.
 
   “I just wanted to try and start over, you know? For me and Amy?”
 
   Cal raised an eyebrow inquisitively at this.
 
   “Well, yeah, I mean the place is huge…I get it. I won’t lie to you, Cal—I wanted the money from this place. Need the money.”
 
   He turned his eyes back to his scotch again, feeling his ears start to warm. He wasn’t one to overshare, but this was Cal, for Christ’s sake. 
 
   Why am I embarrassed of anything around Cal?
 
   He cleared his throat.
 
   My name is Jacky…
 
   “I lost the house, Cal, and my bank accounts are empty. Because of Wendy, I owe over twenty thousand on our credit cards. I’ve got nothing.”
 
   He sighed heavily, but caught himself before the tears came again.
 
   “I have nothing…nothing except this house. But now…”
 
   Robert raised his gaze and was surprised by Cal’s expression. He detected what he thought was scorn on his friend’s round face.
 
   “Fuck Wendy,” the man said softly.
 
   “Don’t say that,” Robert replied instinctively. “It’s not good to speak ill of the dead, Cal. Besides, she was my wife.”
 
   Cal grimaced.
 
   “She was a bitch, Robbo. Face it. A cheating bitch who racked up bills all the while she was fucking your boss. You say you want to start over? Then you need to forget about Wendy. That would be a start.”
 
   Robert could only stare. He wanted to defend Wendy, felt obligated to defend her, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it. 
 
   After all, what Cal was saying was true.
 
   Wendy was a bitch.
 
   For a moment, an awkward silence hung over the two old friends, but it was eventually broken by Cal, who suddenly shrugged and held out his glass.
 
   “Enough about her—she’s gone. But I’m here…so are you gonna fill me up and tell me what the fuck happened with the old hag?”
 
   Robert retrieved the bottle of Glenlivet from the antique bar and sat down, putting the half-finished bottle between them.
 
   They were going to need it. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It took about an hour for Robert to recount his entire tale. Talking about it had a strange calming effect on him, almost as if saying the words made it less real, made it more of a recollection. It served as a buffer to the actual events.
 
   And he also realized how crazy it all sounded. To him, anyway. 
 
   But Cal was…different. Always had been, always would be.
 
   After he was done, his friend proceeded to just stare at him, his small, dark eyes scanning Robert’s features, making him slightly uncomfortable. 
 
   A thought suddenly struck him.
 
   Maybe I shouldn’t have told him…everything. Maybe he’ll call the cops. 
 
   But when Cal spoke, he knew that this was a baseless fear.
 
   “You look like shit, Robbo,” he said. Then he scratched at his belly and sipped his scotch. 
 
   The bottle on the table was nearly empty. 
 
   Robert scoffed.
 
   “That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”
 
   Cal sighed and put the scotch down on the table and then interlaced his fingers, leaning back in the chair. His index fingers shot up and tapped together. Every one of the man’s movements seemed infuriatingly slow to Robert.
 
   Why isn’t he reacting? Yelling at me? Calling me a murderer? Saying something…anything?
 
   “What—what—?”
 
   Robert ran out of gas and let out a sigh of his own.
 
   Cal cleared his throat.
 
   “Look, I know that things have been crazy for you, what with the…accident, and all.”
 
   Robert shook his head.
 
   “I know, I know. I would say the same thing…but, Cal, he pushed Amy.”
 
   Cal’s face turned dark, his thick black eyebrows masking his eyes.
 
   “And then what?”
 
   Robert shrugged.
 
   “I told you already…she fell, and I caught her…Jesus Christ, Cal, I actually caught her.”
 
   Cal looked incredulous.
 
   “You caught her?”
 
   Robert threw up his hands.
 
   “Yeah, me. What the fuck, Cal? Why are you focusing on that? What the hell do I do about the—” He lowered his voice. “—about Ruth’s body?”
 
   Cal chewed the inside of his lip.
 
   “I believe you, Robbo, I do. I’ve been…well, ever since Wendy’s accident, I have been looking into this stuff.”
 
   Now it was Robert’s turn to make a face.
 
   “What stuff?”
 
   Cal reached for his scotch and took a drink.
 
   “Ghosts, apparitions. You know.”
 
   Robert shot to his feet, and for what seemed the hundredth time since moving into the Harlop Estate, he felt his blood beginning to boil. The place had an effect on him, turned him into something, or someone, that he didn’t much care for. 
 
   “For fuck’s sake, Cal! I can’t deal with your conspiracy bullshit now. I need help, man.” His voice hitched. “I need real help—I don’t know what to do. I really have no clue what to do.”
 
   Cal, as usual, remained calm.
 
   “It’s not a conspiracy theory, Robbo. Like I said, I’ve been doing research, and I found a whole lot of people with experiences like the one you just described.”
 
   He leaned in close and lowered his voice an octave.
 
   “Sometimes…sometimes when people die, for whatever reason they can’t cross over. They can’t rest in peace, as they say. Not just yet, anyway. Usually it’s when something really bad happens to these people, but not always. They need help moving on, Robbo. They need a little boost. And I think that’s what happened here”—he raised his hands above his head, indicating the high ceilings—“in the Harlop Estate.”
 
   Robert took several deep breaths and stared at his friend. 
 
   What bothered him most wasn’t the absolute certainty with which his friend spewed this nonsense, but rather that he hadn’t seen this coming. For Christ’s sake, Cal believed that all the major nations were exerting mind control by crop-dusting the world with chemicals from planes. 
 
   Robert wanted to leave, to go get Amy from the other room and get the fuck out. But something kept him in place…the vision of the girl, Patricia, the one with long, greasy black hair and a rat clutched in her hand. Robert’s eyes inadvertently flicked to the photographs over the mantle. First to Ruth’s face, then James and Patricia’s. He couldn’t look at Jacky’s…that part was the only bit of the story that he had left out. 
 
   Robert didn’t believe in ghosts or spirits or the boogeyman…after more than a decade as an accountant, he had never seen a line in the ledger regarding provisions for an apparition. 
 
   Still, if Cal was good at anything, it was first identifying problems, then working through them…even if his methods were unusual. The man had a knack for speaking bluntly, but also for giving Robert advice that he could actually act on. 
 
   His thoughts turned to when he had first told Cal about his engagement with Wendy. Cal had told him straight up that he thought it was a bad idea. Robert had brushed him off, and Cal had agreed to be his best man at the wedding. But now…now he couldn’t help think that Cal had been right all along, that marrying Wendy had been a bad idea. 
 
   After all, it had gotten him here, hadn’t it?
 
   “The girl you saw,” Cal began slowly, “the one on the roof, the one that became Amy, was that girl, wasn’t it?”
 
   Robert bowed his head. He didn’t need to see Cal’s outstretched finger to know that he was pointing at Patricia’s photograph.
 
   He nodded.
 
   A silence fell over them for a minute, before Cal suddenly jumped to his feet, startling Robert.
 
   “What are you doing?” Robert asked.
 
   Cal ignored him and started digging in his pocket. A grunt and a yank, and he pulled his cell phone loose.
 
   “Whoa, whoa…hold up a sec, Cal—who are you calling?”
 
   The man clicked a few buttons and then appeared to be scrolling through some text.
 
   “Cal? Who are you calling?”
 
   When the man still didn’t answer and brought the phone to his ear, Robert stepped forward and reached out, intent on grabbing it from him. But Cal turned away.
 
   “Cal!”
 
   Finally his friend acknowledged him, and pulled the phone away from his face, covering the bottom half with his pasty, pudgy hand.
 
   “You want to make it out of here? Alive? Stay out of prison? Try not to go insane? Or worse?”
 
   Robert nodded.
 
   “Then I need to call someone.”
 
   “What the fuck? Who? I’m—I’m—”
 
   “You need to trust me, Robert. There are things at work in this house that neither you nor I understand.” He paused. “Can’t you feel it? Can’t you just fucking feel that there is something wrong here?”
 
   Robert shook his head.
 
   “Even after all you’ve seen, you still can’t admit it, can you? Think about it, Robbo. Been feeling strange lately? Doing things that you wouldn’t normally do?” He paused. “Getting angry a lot, Robbo?”
 
   Ashamed, Robert dropped his gaze, his mind processing all of the things that fit the prescription that Cal was writing.
 
   When Cal spoke again, he did so softly, his tone caring.
 
   “I thought so…these are all symptoms.”
 
   “Symptoms of what?” Robert asked, his own voice timid.
 
   “Of spirits stuck between worlds, Robbo.”
 
   Robert shut his eyes. 
 
   Muffled speech sounded from beneath Cal’s hand.
 
   “Well?”
 
   Robert nodded.
 
   “Fine,” he said, dejected. “I just want things to go back to normal.”
 
   Cal nodded and brought the phone back to his ear.
 
   “Shelly, I need your help…”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 29
 
    
 
   "You know why they bury bodies six feet deep?" Cal asked, thumbing the bottom of his beer bottle.
 
   Robert sighed.
 
   "No—but I'm sure you're going to tell me anyway."
 
   Cal raised his gaze, and Rob was momentarily taken aback by the fear in his eyes.
 
   "They bury them six feet deep, Robbo, to make sure that the dead can't crawl out again..."
 
   A shiver ran up Robert’s spine as he thought about the gleaming bone jutting out from the mud at the back of the property. 
 
   Shallow graves.
 
   He tried to think of how deep he had buried Ruth’s body. It couldn’t have been more than two feet.
 
   “Six feet?” he asked in a small voice. It was all he could think of to say.
 
   Cal shrugged.
 
   “Thereabouts. I dunno—it’s what I read. Not sure about exactly six feet, but if you don’t bury them deep enough, some…well, some come back. And when you couple that with something traumatic that happens in life, something that is unresolved, it only makes things worse.”
 
   Robert nodded; Cal had told him this part already. He still wasn’t sure how much he believed, but there was no denying that what had happened to the Harlops at the hands of the patriarch had been traumatic. 
 
   “And this Shelly, she’s going to help us out?”
 
   Cal shrugged. 
 
   “Yeah. I think so. Honestly? I’ve never even met her.”
 
   Robert’s eyes bulged.
 
   “You what?”
 
   “I never met her. I mean, not in person. Talked to her online a bunch, but—”
 
   Robert’s hand started to tremble.
 
   “Calm down, Robbo. Everyone says she’s the best.”
 
   Everyone…who the fuck is everyone? Chemtrail enthusiasts? Holocaust deniers? 9/11 conspiracy junkies?
 
   Robert couldn’t calm down. Not even a half a bottle of Glenlivet could help calm him down.
 
   He was going to prison. Amy was going to be without a mother and a father, he was certain of this now.
 
   “Calm, Robbo, calm,” Cal said, then finished his beer. “We wait. Sleep, maybe…you look exhausted.” 
 
   Robert scoffed.
 
   “Sleep, yeah right.”
 
   “Lie down on the couch. Try it.”
 
   Robert reluctantly lay on the couch for a moment, and when he blinked next, he felt his lids open more slowly than usual. Maybe it was the scotch, or just the sheer physical and mental exhaustion of the past few days. But either way, he was tired, and maybe, just maybe, he might be able to sleep. 
 
   If only a little.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Robert’s eyes opened slowly, and like when he had awoken in the car that morning, he was completely disoriented. And he had a splitting headache. 
 
   Evidently, Cal had been right. Robert was capable of sleep; he just wasn’t sure that it hadn’t done him more harm than good. 
 
   He rolled onto his side, grunting at the pain that still engulfed his shoulders and arms. And his hands…his hands were probably the worst. The searing agony in his palms was so bad that he was too frightened even to look at them.
 
   Cal was asleep in the chair, sitting upright his mouth agape, something between a whistle and a snore caught in his throat.
 
   Grimacing against the pain and his headache, Robert struggled to a sitting position without making much noise. And then he sat there in the dark house for a moment. Moonlight leaked in through the windows, letting him know that several hours had passed since he had spilled his guts to Cal.
 
   A thought suddenly filled his mind, one that was so strong that it knocked any of his grogginess away.
 
   I need to get out of here. I need to wake Amy and get out of here.
 
   His eyes flicked to the table and the empty scotch bottle, and the beer bottle that Cal had also put there. And the keys—his eyes fell on Cal’s car keys.
 
   It took him three tries to make it to his feet, his legs were so stiff and sore. During these attempts, his eyes remained locked on the keys. 
 
   The fantasy that ran through his mind wasn’t right; he still possessed enough of his faculties to know this much. After all, Cal was his best friend, and he was here to help him, and it wasn’t right that he was going take his keys and leave the man here with—with Ruth, Patricia, James, and Jacky; the fucking demented, ghostly Brady bunch—God knows what.
 
   But he couldn’t stay. Now that he had slept on what Cal had told him, he knew that he couldn’t stay here with Amy waiting for Cal’s Internet girlfriend to come. 
 
   They would all end up in prison before the sun rose in the morning, him a murderer, Cal an accomplice. 
 
   Swallowing hard, Robert shuffled to the table. He wasn’t sure if it was the lasting effects of the scotch or his sleepiness, but his movements were labored, like he was walking through jelly. His first swipe at the keys missed, and he jostled the Glenlivet, nearly sending it crashing to the floor. He scooped them up on his second attempt. 
 
   Cal snorted, and Robert turned to his friend—his best friend, maybe his only friend—and he felt his face sink with sadness.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispered, “I’m sorry, Ca—”
 
   A whimper from somewhere in the other room caused the words to catch in his throat and his heart to pound. Robert remained completely still and he waited for it to happen again.
 
   There.
 
   The sound came again, and this time there was no mistaking it—it was a girl’s cry.
 
   Amy!
 
   Robert shuffled quickly passed Cal and moved out of the room and into the center hallway. He paused in front of the staircase, staring upward.
 
   Is she upstairs? Did she go back upstairs when Cal came? 
 
   He couldn’t think straight; his head was spinning, and he felt a dull throb near the base of his skull. 
 
   No way. No way would I let her go back up there after what happened on the roof. 
 
   The cry sounded again, a little louder this time, and his eyes shot toward the kitchen.
 
   No, not upstairs…downstairs.
 
   Fear gripped Robert as he moved toward the kitchen, hoping beyond all hope that Amy would be just sitting on the floor in the kitchen. But even before he turned the corner, he knew in his heart that she wouldn’t be there, that the door to the basement, the one with the padlock, would be open.
 
   And it was.
 
   Robert reached into his pocket with a trembling hand and slowly teased out his cell phone. Even though the radio was fried, the flashlight still worked.
 
   He flicked it on, and the old-fashioned galley kitchen was suddenly awash in artificial blue light.
 
   “Amy?” he whispered.
 
   And then there was no doubt. 
 
   The whimper came from behind the partially opened basement door.
 
   An uncomfortable mixture of déjà vu and dread seemed to suddenly encase every cell of Robert’s being.
 
   Don’t go down there…it’s a trick. Just. Stay. Here. 
 
   He shuddered.
 
   It’s not Amy…it’s not Amy…it’s not Amy…
 
   But no matter how hard Robert tried to convince himself, he was helpless to stop propelling his worn body toward the door. 
 
   He had no idea how Amy—it’s not Amy—had opened it, or why, but none of that mattered right now.
 
   He put Cal’s keys in his pocket and reached for the door with a shaking hand. The wood felt strange in his mangled fingers, indistinct, more pressure than feeling of wood.
 
   Even with his phone’s flashlight aimed downstairs, he could only see a few feet into the damp darkness.
 
   “Amy?” he asked, a little louder this time. He wished to God that she would just answer, that it wasn’t Patricia Harlop’s whimpering that he had heard.
 
   His searching foot found the first step, and then the second. Recalling how he had fallen last time, he made sure each foot was firmly placed before going to the next.
 
   “Amy? You down here? Please, Amy, just answer me.”
 
   There was no cry as a response, but something else. A crunching sound, followed by tearing, like someone was ripping an old t-shirt.
 
   His hangover was intensifying with every step, and he found it increasingly difficult to make sure of his footing. Grinding his teeth, he pressed onward.
 
   Eventually his feet landed on the soft dirt ground and he sprayed the light around, trying to get a good look at his surroundings. Last time he had been down here, it had been in near complete darkness. He found the chain to the light, but when he pulled it he heard a small pop and then it dimmed and went out.
 
   Great.
 
   Returning to using his cell phone, he took a small, tentative step forward. He could make out a stained silver bucket in the corner, and a rusty length of chain attached to the wall at one end and terminating in an archaic-looking cuff.
 
   She was chained here; Patricia was chained to the wall here. When things got tough, James locked her in the basement. 
 
   He shook the thought from his head. 
 
   “Amy!” he shouted. “Amy!”
 
   Nothing.
 
   His phone light flickered, and he shook it, willing the battery not to die. Then he squinted, trying to make sense of the shadows that blanketed the corners of the basement.
 
   Where the hell is Amy?
 
   For nearly a minute, Robert stood in near complete silence. But then he heard another crunch, this time mere inches from his ear. 
 
   Robert whipped around so quickly that he almost fell. Stumbling, he collected himself just before going down. Then he raised his eyes, and if his mouth hadn’t been frozen with fear, he would have screamed. 
 
   As he had suspected all along, it wasn’t Amy in the basement, but Patricia. 
 
   Unlike last time, however, the girl was now standing in the corner, clearly having just stepped out from beneath the stairs. She looked just as she did in the photograph, her skin so pale and her eyes so dark that she appeared to exist only in black and white. The only difference was that she was thinner now…by God, she was so thin. 
 
   Robert swallowed hard and continued to stare. 
 
   Clutched in one of her pale, thin hands was the rat. As he watched, frozen, unable to even breathe let alone move, the girl brought the rat to her mouth and bit down on it with brown, crooked teeth. 
 
   It was a sight so grotesque, the tearing of the desiccated flesh so grating, that Robert nearly vomited. But thankfully, his stomach, like the rest of him, seemed to be locked in place. The girl chewed once, a second time, then swallowed. Slowly, almost mechanically, Patricia Harlop raised her gaze and stared Robert directly in the face.
 
   “Please,” she said, her voice, like her rag-covered body, thin and wavering, “I’m so hungry.”
 
   “You can’t…you can’t be real,” Robert blubbered, surprised that his mouth actually worked. “You’re dead.”
 
   The words didn’t seem to faze little Patty.
 
   “I’m hungry,” she repeated.
 
   Robert unexpectedly regained control of his faculties just as the girl reached out for him with her free hand, the fingers spread, grasping. He shuffled backward, bumping up against the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “So hungry,” she moaned. “Please, help me. Help me. Help me!”
 
   Robert somehow managed to hoist his body onto the first step. As he stared, unwilling, unable to tear his eyes away from the horrible sight, the girl’s eyes suddenly changed. The pupils and dark irises became cloudy, frothy even, like waves breaking on the shoreline. Blood slowly started to leak from her tear ducts, staining her otherwise pale features. 
 
   “Help me!” she suddenly roared, lunging at him.
 
   Robert turned, dodging her touch by a hair. Then he sprinted up the stairs, taking them two at a time. 
 
   Falling was no longer an option. 
 
   Any reservations about the realness of what he had seen vanished the second he stared into her eyes.
 
   The girl in the basement was the ghost of Patricia Harlop, of this he was now certain. Little Patty, chained to the wall by her father, left to eat rats or starve.
 
   Robert somehow made it to the top of the stairs without falling and he threw himself into the kitchen, not even feeling his body erupt in pain when his shoulder struck the tiled floor.
 
   It was only then that he realized the moaning sound that droned on and on was coming from him. Eyes locked on the door, he shoved himself to a seated position and then slithered backward. 
 
   He made it partway through the kitchen before his back hit something hard. 
 
   And then his moan became a scream.
 
   Robert screamed until his vision became spotted and his throat ragged. A cold hand slipped down over his mouth, and he was suddenly spun around.
 
   He half expected to see James there, looking down at him, smiling beneath his oak-colored mustache. Ready to take him to the roof and throw him off as he had done to Patricia and Amy.
 
   And there was nothing Robert could do to save himself.
 
   But it wasn’t a man…it was a woman.
 
   A tall woman with shortly cropped blonde hair that he had never seen before. 
 
   “Shhhh,” she whispered. It took Robert several seconds to realize that unlike Patricia, this wasn’t an apparition but a real person.
 
   “Shelly?” he croaked. 
 
   The pretty woman with the plump red lips nodded.
 
   “You saw her again, didn’t you?”
 
   Robert felt like crying.
 
   “Who?” he sputtered.
 
   “Patricia Harlop…you saw her, didn’t you?”


 
   
  
 


Chapter 30
 
    
 
   Cal was wide awake now, but he was still slumped back in his chair much as he had been when he had been snoring away like a rusty chainsaw. Robert was sitting across from him again, while Shelly stood between both of them. 
 
   Robert’s hands were trembling. 
 
   I’m so hungry…
 
   The words alone were haunting, never mind her bleeding eyes and the fact that she had been gnawing on the corpse of a rat. 
 
   One thing was for certain: Ruth was wrong. Patricia hadn’t fucking fallen off any roof. Like Amy, she had been shoved. Only difference being that Amy hadn’t been starved first. And that he hadn’t been there to catch Patricia.
 
   Robert licked his lips, trying desperately to moisten them. It seemed impossible; he was dehydrated, hungover, confused, and generally in pain.
 
   Nothing made sense. Nothing except, of all things, what Cal had said. That somehow this place was haunted…that the Harlop family wasn’t ready to pass on yet. That they had something left to resolve before they could move on.
 
   That they had been buried in shallow graves.
 
   He cleared his throat, and then looked up before saying the first thing that came into his mind.
 
   “How did you know about Patricia?” he rasped. His gaze landed on Shelly’s large green eyes, and once again he was struck by how attractive she was. She had a serious expression on her face, and he thought that maybe she had a pound or two to lose around her middle, but she was still undeniably attractive.
 
   This wasn’t what he had pictured when Cal had said that he was bringing an Internet friend to the Estate.
 
   She chewed her lip for a moment, as if considering how much information she should share.
 
   “Spill it,” Robert said, waving his hand in front of him. Just this simple movement sent a shockwave of pain up and down his entire arm.
 
   “Ah, fuck it, you’re gonna have to hear this shit anyway,” she said. She was attractive, no doubt, but had the mouth of a sailor. She was so crass that Robert thought that he even caught Cal wincing once or twice. “I know about this place, about Harlop Estate, because it’s all over the fucking Internet. Seriously, you two ever Google anything on the fucking web before? Fuck, I just type ‘Harlop Estate’ and a whole whack of shit pops up.”
 
   Robert raised an eyebrow at this. For some reason, he hadn’t even thought of Googling the place.
 
   Shelly removed the backpack that was slung over her shoulder and squatted on the floor while she opened it. Robert’s eyes strayed to the tops of her breasts that hung out from the dropped neck of her black t-shirt.
 
   Fuck? What is wrong with me?
 
   A brief memory of Jacky, rolling with her in the mud and the maggots winding in and out of her face was enough to force these thoughts away. 
 
   Been feeling strange lately? Doing things that you wouldn’t normally do? Getting angry a lot, Robbo?
 
   His eyes fell on the folder that Shelly removed and handed out to him.
 
   “Look, Cal told me that you are a…what the fuck is it called? A fucking nonbeliever, I guess. An accountant, ha! But still, before you take this…”
 
   Robert waited.
 
   Eventually, Shelly sighed.
 
   “Look, it’s gonna fuck with your head, alright? I mean, really fuck with it.” She held a palm up to Robert. “I mean, based on what Cal told me, this is going to make you even more fucked up than you already are.”
 
   Cal laughed at this, and Robert shot him a look that shut him up quick.
 
   Robert, curious now, took the folder from the woman.
 
   He didn’t know how things could possibly get more fucked up than they already were.
 
   Bracing himself, he opened the folder and his eyes fell on an old photograph of the Harlop Estate from what had to be many years ago, given that it was in a much better state, with clean, crisp lines, the shrubs and lawn meticulously manicured. Robert flipped the image up, and turned his attention to the newspaper article from May 14, 1943 that was clipped to it. 
 
   Murder at the Harlop. 
 
   A lump formed in his throat, one that didn’t seem to go away no matter how many times he swallowed. He kept reading. 
 
   Halfway through the article, it fell from his fingers and fluttered to the floor. 
 
   Robert had been wrong; things could get more fucked up.
 
   “See?” Shelly said, but she seemed a mile away. “I told you it will mess with your fuckin’ noggin. But you need to get over that shit, Robert. We have work to do here.”
 
   Robert stared at the pages that were now spread across the floor by his feet.
 
   How is it possible? How is any of this possible?
 
   His eyes settled on the photograph embedded halfway down the page. One that, while she was much younger in the image, was undoubtedly of Ruth Harlop; he recognized her from the photo above the mantle, and the woman that he had spent weeks bathing and cleaning up after. The Ruth Harlop whose head he had bashed in…but in the article, it stated that she had died when she had slipped on the steps out front. 
 
   He tried again to swallow, but still couldn’t. 
 
   Patricia Harlop was also mentioned…about how she “fell.” About how the patriarch, James Harlop, had been devastated by their loss. About how the accident had affected him so. About how losing Ruth and Patricia was the worst thing that had ever happened to him.
 
   Dead. Ruth Harlop was dead. Ruth was already dead…
 
   He closed his eyes tightly, then shook his head.
 
   “It’s not possible,” he said quietly. 
 
   “Fucking right it is. And the sooner you accept it, the sooner we can send these asshole ghosts back to where they belong.”
 
   Robert childishly covered his ears, unwilling to hear any more. 
 
   Wake up. Wake up. Wake up!
 
   But when he opened his eyes, everything in the room was exactly the same…except now Cal had stood and was staring at him.
 
   “Robert.” The words were muffled, and he pulled his hands away from his ears. “There’s more, Robert.”
 
   “How? How the fuck can there be more, Cal?” 
 
   Anger crept into his voice, and he stood. 
 
   “Tell me how?”
 
   Cal took a small step backward. He looked scared, but Shelly wasn’t intimidated. She reached into her bag and showed him another article. This one was dated June 12, 1943, about a month after the first. It was from the same paper, and again it was about the Harlop Estate. Robert started to read, but Shelly pulled it out of his hands before he could get past the first sentence.
 
   Clearly, the woman was as impatient as she was crass.
 
   “Fucked up thing is, you know James Harlop? All devastated and shit from the”—she made dramatic air quotes—“‘accidental’ death of his wife and daughter? Yeah, well, turned out he was raping his fucking niece…a girl by the name of Jacky Sommers?”
 
   Robert’s world suddenly started to spin and he fell to the ground.
 
   Maggots. He tasted maggots in his mouth. He felt their plump, wriggling bodies spreading a sticky substance on his tongue as they squirmed about. 
 
   “Shit!” he heard Cal shout. But Shelly kept on speaking despite his collapse.
 
   “One day, Jacky lost it and stabbed him in the neck. But James was a mean motherfucker, and he strangled the life out of her even as he bled out. Fucking psycho. Apparently he was also keeping the little girl—Patty—in the basement before shoving her off the roof. Jacky tried to free her from the basement. Didn’t go over too well, I guess. And Ruth? Wasn’t no fall that killed her, but the fucking fireplace poker…”
 
   Robert felt Cal’s hands behind him, trying to help his jelly-like body back to his feet.
 
   “Help me get him to the couch.”
 
   Robert’s vision blurred as Shelly moved toward him. 
 
   “Fucked up family, these Harlops. Wife dead from a fireplace poker in the head, daughter accidentally falls off the roof, husband gets stabbed in the neck and chokes the shit out of his niece. Well, Robert Watts, you sure as fuck picked a great place to inherit, didn’t you?”


 
   
  
 


Chapter 31
 
    
 
   They were outside, staring at the hole that Cal had shoveled. The sheet that Robert had used to cover Ruth’s corpse was still intact, but it was muddy and soft. They stared at it for a moment, Robert’s eyes glued to the spots that not only looked dirty, but bloody as well.
 
   “Before we do this,” Shelly said, “you have to be fucking ready for whatever we find in there. Whether you want to believe it or not, the fact is that Ruth Harlop died more than fifty years ago. Whatever you did, or whatever you think you did, you didn’t kill Ruth.”
 
   Robert swallowed hard and nodded. He hadn’t yet come to grips with everything, but he had somehow consciously evoked cognitive dissidence, separating the rational part of his brain with a thin veneer. It was the only thing he could do to ensure that he stayed sane. He just hoped that it was enough.
 
   But he couldn’t be sure. 
 
   “Well? Should I?” Cal asked, wiping his filthy hands on the thighs of his track pants.
 
   “Do it,” Shelly and Robert answered in unison.
 
   Cal grimaced, and grasped the corner of the sheet. With a quick yank, he threw it back.
 
   All three of them experienced a sharp intake of breath.
 
   Bones.
 
   The sheet was filled with bones. 
 
   Robert’s eyes scanned the bones, which were gray and weathered. When he saw the skull, he stared in disbelief. 
 
   There was a hole in the side of the skull roughly the size of the fireplace poker, with a multitude of cracks spreading nearly over the entire surface.
 
   No one said anything for at least a minute. 
 
   It was Shelly who eventually broke the silence.
 
   “Told you, you didn’t kill anyone. It was that psycho James Harlop. Now let’s go back inside and figure what the fuck to do next.”
 
   When she turned to leave, Robert reached out and grabbed her arm. Shelly didn’t pull away, but lowered her eyes to his fingers.
 
   “Sorry,” he grumbled as he let go of her.
 
   “What?” Her voice wasn’t as icy as her look.
 
   “What do you mean, figure out what we do now? Why the hell would we stay here? This place…this place is…” But he couldn’t think of any words to describe what the place was, let alone how he felt about it.
 
   Shelly rolled her eyes and turned to Cal, who had since pulled himself out of the shallow grave.
 
   “You really didn’t tell him anything, did you?”
 
   Robert’s heart skipped a beat.
 
   “What? What didn’t you tell me?”
 
   When Shelly turned back to Robert, her gaze had softened. 
 
   “You can’t just leave…I mean, you can leave, but the Harlop family isn’t going to let you go, Robert. Not now, anyway, not since you became part of their story.”
 
   Robert visibly recoiled.
 
   “Part of their story? What in God’s name are you talking about?”
 
   He glanced over at Cal, but his friend averted his gaze.
 
   Shelly sighed.
 
   “You want to tell him, or should I?”
 
   Cal shrugged, and this time Shelly grabbed his arm.
 
   “Let’s go inside…there is a lot that you need to know.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Robert stared up at the strange woman with the blonde hair with weary eyes. 
 
   “So, somehow they latched on to me…because I’m, what, their nephew or something?”
 
   Shelly shrugged.
 
   “Could be—I mean, if that’s what the letter said, and what Ruth said, then maybe. Could have been a ploy, though. Not sure.”
 
   “But why me?”
 
   Shelly had insisted on having a beer before she fleshed things out for Robert, but he had declined. He was still nursing a hangover from last night, and he wanted to make sure he understood everything that was said to him. But now, as he watched her red lips close on the neck of the bottle and she took a sip, he suddenly wished that he hadn’t abstained.
 
   “Not really sure. Based on my research, it seems that those that have just recently experienced a loss, a death of a loved one, are more sensitive to noticing them, or being noticed by them. Kinda like the living and the dead overlap just a little bit. Most people don’t notice, or shrug these things off as coincidences, déjà vu and the like. But some—for whatever reason—some people like you pay attention. And they often join in their world, their narrative. As I told you before, these fucking spirits usually underwent something terrible before they died, and aren’t ready to pass. The shallow graves thing doesn’t help either, although no one is really sure why. These trapped spirits need someone to fill in the blanks, the holes in their stories.”
 
   Robert gulped.
 
   “And this is where I come in?”
 
   Shelly nodded almost solemnly.
 
   “Yeah. That’s where you come in. You’re the lucky author of their final chapter, Robert, whether you want to be or not.”
 
   There was no humor in her voice when she said this, and they locked eyes for a moment. Although Robert still wasn’t completely sold on all of this, the idea of spirits in this world, of ghosts that couldn’t pass over, it was a far better explanation than he had been able to come up with on his own. Explanations that required massive hallucinations, digging up old graves, pretending that Ruth was still alive…
 
   Shelly was right; he had to accept the facts whether he liked where they took his mind or not. 
 
   Ruth Harlop was dead, had been for more than fifty years. The newspaper article and the websites that he had made Shelly show him on her phone proved as much. And short of an elderly woman posing as Ruth and inviting her into this home, drugging him, and convincing him to swing at a skeleton in the bed with some light show projection, then Ruth was haunting the Harlop Estate.
 
   And that said nothing of Patricia or Jacky.
 
   Just the thought of what he had done with Jacky, the woman who had been repeatedly raped by James Harlop, made him itch all over. 
 
   “Can they…hurt me?” he asked after a pause. His mind turned to Amy, who was still sleeping in the other room. She too had seemed exhausted, drained by her interactions with Ruth, maybe, or by the house itself. “Us? Can they hurt us?”
 
   Shelly and Robert exchanged a look.
 
   “What?”
 
   It didn’t take long after meeting someone to experience the gamut of their facial expressions, especially in the emotionally heighten situation that the trio now found themselves in. But for the first time since meeting her, a look crossed over Shelly’s face that Robert hadn’t seen before.
 
   Shelly was trying hard not to show it, but she was scared.
 
   She took a sip of her beer, then quickly followed that up with another, as if the first had been insufficient to soothe her nerves.
 
   “Worse.”
 
   “Worse? How can it be worse?”
 
   “The living can’t be immersed in the dead for too long, Robert. I’ve heard stories…stories about what happens to these people.”
 
   She paused and again exchanged a look with Cal.
 
   Robert held his hands out.
 
   “And? And what happens? Fuck, I’m on board, alright? And I have a right to know. I have to know.”
 
   Shelley seemed torn, and for a brief moment, Robert thought that she was going to shut him out. But then she opened her mouth to speak. 
 
   “You ever heard of ‘Quiditty’?”
 
   Robert racked his brain. The word seemed familiar, something he had heard, maybe, back in a philosophy class, but couldn’t recall the details.
 
   “Well, some people call it Quiditty, so I guess it’s as good a name as any. Basically, it’s the thing that makes us us, that gives a quality to everything. An essence of sorts. Does that make sense?”
 
   “Like a soul?”
 
   Shelly grimaced.
 
   “I hate that word, but yeah, kind of. Anyways, this quiditty is what would make you different from a clone of you, you know?”
 
   Robert nodded.
 
   “Have you ever stared into someone’s eyes and not seen anything? Like nothing at all?”
 
   Robert’s first thoughts were of the dark black eyes that seemed too large for Patricia’s face, but before he could answer, Cal chimed in.
 
   “I have,” he offered, and both Shelly and Robert turned to look at him, surprised. He had been uncharacteristically quiet ever since Shelly had arrived, but now, it appeared, he was compelled to speak. Cal cleared his throat and continued.
 
   “I was a young boy and I watched one of my friends die. It was an accident, a freak train accident, but as I held him and waited for the ambulance that took too long to come, I saw something leave his face moments before he died. His eyes, they just went…empty. He was still breathing—he kept breathing for a good minute or so—but he wasn’t there. He was gone.”
 
   Shelly nodded, her lips pressed together tightly.
 
   “His quiddity left him.”
 
   Cal closed his eyes, and Robert saw him shudder. Shelly gave him a moment before continuing. 
 
   “But here’s the thing; what’s most important is where, exactly, your quiddity goes when you die.”
 
   “Heaven?” Robert offered. He felt like a child in the classroom just throwing out answers to questions he had never heard before in order to gain the teacher’s favor.
 
   Shelly clucked her tongue.
 
   “Oh, fuck, I hate that word even more. All these fucking religions hijacked that word, you know? Even the idea…shit, all of religion’s ideas are just recycled from other parts of the human psyche. No, Robert,” she said, a hint of patronization on her tongue, “it’s not like heaven. There are no fluffy clouds, no bearded Santa Claus reaching out to touch fingers. This is different. This place, it’s made up of your quiditty and everyone else’s when they pass. People call it different things, even, blegh, sometimes Heaven. The best name I’ve heard is the Marrow. It’s a simple formula, really: when you die, your quiddity leaves to exist in the Marrow, to become part of the fabric.”
 
   Shelly paused to take a drink. 
 
   “But, you know people…they fuck everything up. This simple formula? Die and bye-bye? Well, you can add some fucking numbers and letters in there—Greek shit, shit not even an accountant like yourself could understand—when things aren’t wrapped up with a nice bow here on Earth. And when these people aren’t buried deep enough, sometimes their quiddity struggles to make the journey. It’s worse with assholes and psychopaths like your pal James Harlop. I don’t like religious words, but some of them just fit. For people like James, the Marrow is sheer and utter Hell. And they will do anything to stay here, even if it means they are destined to be trapped between two worlds.”
 
   There was a far off gaze in the woman’s eyes when she spoke about James, a clear indication that this wasn’t her first interaction with someone like him. Somewhere in her past, probably long ago, Shelly had been scarred.
 
   To avoid things becoming even more uncomfortable, Robert spoke up.
 
   “And no one’s ever been and come back?”
 
   “From where?”
 
   “The Marrow.”
 
   Shelly shook her head.
 
   “No…some people claim to have seen it, to have come close to visiting but returned while on high doses of DMT or ayahuasca…they describe it as a frothing sea of some sort, but I have my doubts. Like I said, no one ever comes back. It just doesn’t work that way.”
 
   She let this hang in the air for a moment, letting her words sink in for maximum impact.
 
   “Let me ask you something, Robert. Did you notice anything with the lights? Anything weird when you first saw any of the Harlop family members?”
 
   Robert racked his brain. The lights had been flickering on and off since they’d arrived, but he had just chalked this up to shoddy knob and tube electrical work combined with the raging storms. He had never thought that the two could be related.
 
   Shelly nodded, even though he hadn’t said anything.
 
   “Read about that, too. Sometimes when the quiddity appears, the lights flicker in and out, like they are traveling along the power lines or something. Like the Marrow is somehow connected to the power. There are some theories about this, but…” She let her sentence trail off and shrugged, suggesting that she didn’t think any of them held much credence.
 
   It was too much information for Robert to process all at once, especially given his headache. 
 
   “Alright, I don’t know how much to believe of this, and it’s all very interesting, but what in God’s name does it have to do with me?”
 
   “As I said, no one has ever come back from the Marrow, as far as I can tell based on my research. Even if you accept that some people near death or by using psychedelics you can see it, they are always brought back from the brink. Besides, that’s just looking at it. Becoming part of the Marrow, on the other hand…no one has ever come back from that.”
 
   “Yeah, okay. But so what? What does it have to do with the Harlop family? What does it have to do with me?”
 
   “The Harlop family is trapped here; they can’t make it to the Marrow. They’ll eventually go, I guess, but now that you have become part of their narrative, you’re going to go with them.”
 
   A silence fell over all three of them.
 
   The scotch glass slipped from Cal’s fingers and smashed to the floor. Robert jumped, tweaking his back in the process.
 
   “Cal!” Sherry shouted. “Keep it the fuck together!”
 
   The man didn’t look up, his flaccid expression leaving no question that he was still thinking about staring into his friend’s eyes as he died.
 
   How long have I known Cal? Fifteen years? Sixteen? And all this time, he never once told me about his friend…
 
   The Marrow, the frothing sea, spirits, narratives…it was so much to take in, all at once, that Robert had no choice but to just let it flow. He resigned himself to analyzing the details later, to go over his own personal criteria of evidence to either dismiss or validate the claims.
 
   But he didn’t have time for that now.
 
   “Well, I don’t know about you guys, but the only Marrow I care about is in my osso bucco. Not interested in tagging along with a rapist murderer and his fucked-up family,” he said, trying to lighten the heavy mood.
 
   A smile crossed Shelly’s pretty face, partly because of Robert’s joke and partly because she knew what was coming next.
 
   “So now…how the fuck do we get rid of them?”
 
   “I thought you’d never ask.”


 
   
  
 


Chapter 32
 
    
 
   “And you’re sure that we can’t just bury them deeper?”
 
   Shelly shook her head.
 
   “There’s a small window for them to pass, and if they aren’t buried deep enough and they don’t pass right away, you’re gonna have to help them along. But, fuck, I can’t stress this enough: don’t let them touch you. Whatever you do, however this plays out, they can’t touch you.”
 
   Robert swallowed hard and nodded.
 
   They had concocted a plan based on a hodgepodge of evidence that Shelly and Cal had dug up from the Internet. For all of her talk, Shelly had never actually done what they were planning to do now.
 
   To send the Harlop family to the Marrow.
 
   Because only Robert was part of their narrative, or at least this was how Shelly described it, he was the one that was going to have to do most of the heavy lifting. Shelly wasn’t even certain if she and Cal would be able to see the Harlop family, another one of the just many what ifs, hypotheticals, and woo-woo that they were dealing with; there just wasn’t a good manual on this kind of stuff, a fact that made Robert more than uneasy—he was terrified.
 
   Their plan was to wait until nightfall, and when—if—the Harlop family showed up, it was Robert’s job to get them to touch a personal object, one that meant something to them, and then he was to ‘bind’ them to it. When they released the item, they would also be released from this world and pass over.
 
   Or so the story went.
 
   Details of how, precisely, this ‘binding’ was to occur were sketchy…and it was the part that made Robert most nervous. He was hopeful that Shelly would share some last-minute details about this as the sun began to set, but staring at her now, analyzing the way she nibbled the inside of her cheek, which pushed her already substantial lips out a bit further, he wasn’t so sure.
 
   “What the hell am I going to do?” Cal asked. 
 
   “You are going to dig the graves,” Shelly replied instantly. When Cal raised an eyebrow and stuck out his gut as if to say, this body ain’t for diggin’, she continued. “What? Robert’s hands are mangled…and besides, he has to bind the spirits.”
 
   When Cal simply stared, Shelly scoffed.
 
   “Me?” She put a hand on her hips and pushed her breasts forward, mocking Cal’s gesture. “Not happening.”
 
   And so that settled that. After Robert somehow bound the quiddity, Cal would make sure that they never came back by reburying the bodies. 
 
   Deeper this time. 
 
   Now all they had to do was find items that meant something to each of the Harlop family members, which wasn’t as easy as Shelly made it out to be. After all, what the hell did people from the forties hold dear? Tea? Backgammon?
 
   All they had to go on was the information in the newspaper articles and a smattering of online blog posts, but there wasn’t much meat to any of these. It seemed that after the Harlop tragedy, and after the police had fucked up by initially claimed that Ruth and Patricia’s deaths had been accidents, things had been brushed under the proverbial rug.
 
   “Hey, get this…” Cal said, reading from his phone. “The Harlop house was never sold.”
 
   Robert, who was looking through the bookshelves for something—a well worn book, perhaps—that might have held significance to Jacky or Patricia, turned to face his friend.
 
   “Never?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “Never.”
 
   For a brief moment, Robert thought that this fact might actually bode well for him, that the prospect of inheriting the house, the reason why he had gotten in this mess in the first place, might still be a viable one after all of this was over. 
 
   Based on what Cal said next, it was obvious that he was thinking the same thing.
 
   “Don’t think so, Robbo. After all, as far as I know, dead people can’t sign deeds.” He made a face and thought about that for a moment. “Hey, Shelly, what if Ruth’s favorite item was a pen? Think we can get her to sign over the deed to the property to Robert before she is on her merry little way to the Marrow?”
 
   Robert smiled, despite himself. Then he went back to looking at the books as Shelly offered a fake ‘ha-ha’.
 
   And there it was, a book on the mantle, one whose thin spine barely held together, the title so perfectly fitting that Robert did a double-take: The Old Man and the Sea. He pulled the book out and stared at it for a moment—it had been one of his favorites too. He opened the cover carefully and read the inscription on the yellowed first page.
 
    
 
   To my dearest Jacky,
 
   When the walls hold you too tightly, may you float away on an endless sea. 
 
   Love,
 
   Ruth
 
    
 
   Robert closed the book and wiped a tear from his cheek. He couldn’t comprehend the horror that Jacky must have felt when her uncle came into her room at night. Thoughts of keeping her safe reminded him of Amy, and how he hadn’t checked on her for a while. 
 
   “Hey, guys?”
 
   Cal turned to look at him.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I think I found something for Jacky: her favorite book.”
 
   Shelly smiled.
 
   “Perfect. That should do nicely. Remember, most of these trapped souls want to go to the Marrow…it’s only the James’ that are less willing—that require coercing.”
 
   Another wrinkle in this oh so thought out plan? What else is new. 
 
   “Sure, whatever. Look, I’m going to check on Amy real quick.” He glanced to the window and realized that it was nearing dusk. “Going to put her in the car to sleep while this all goes down.”
 
   Shelly looked at Cal, who returned her gaze with a sour expression.
 
   “What? You don’t think I’m going to leave her here with all these fucking ghosts on the loose?”
 
   They offered nothing in response. Robert put the book on the small table and then started toward the entranceway.
 
   “Okay, well, what do you want me to do with her? Hmm?” When Cal and Shelly both remained silent, he left the room. “That’s what I thought. I’m taking her to the car. You find something for Ruth and Patricia. I’ll look for James.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie, but you have to go to the car.”
 
   Amy looked up at him with her soft eyes. 
 
   “But why, Daddy? Mr. Gregorius wants to stay here.” Robert shook his head and lifted her from the couch, cradling her like a baby. “I want to stay here.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but Daddy has some work to do. I know it sucks, and that sleeping in the car is the worst. But I’ll make it up to you, I promise. And after tonight, it will all be over.”
 
   Her expression lifted at this.
 
   “We can go home tomorrow?”
 
   Robert thought about that for a moment. This, the Harlop Estate, was supposed to be their home. 
 
   “Home,” he said absently. It wasn’t a real answer, but he was hoping that she wouldn’t notice. “How about ice cream tomorrow? All day?”
 
   Amy’s small mouth made an ‘o’ shape.
 
   “All day? All day?”
 
   Robert laughed. 
 
   “Yeah, all day. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”
 
   Amy’s face morphed from incredulity to suspicion.
 
   “Is this a joke?”
 
   “No joke.”
 
   She laughed, and Robert smiled. As he carried her out of the room, his foot banged against something solid and he stumbled, nearly dropping Amy to the floor.
 
   “Shit,” he grumbled, looking around Amy’s body.
 
   On the hardwood, still spinning from when he had kicked it, was the wrought iron fireplace poker.
 
   The smile immediately sloughed off his face and he hurried out the door.
 
   He had found an item that meant something to James Harlop. He just had to think of a way of getting the man to take it from him. 


 
   
  
 


Chapter 33
 
    
 
   Robert stared at the eclectic pile of items on the table before them. 
 
   There was the book for Jacky, the mask from Ruth’s wheelchair and oxygen tank attachment for the matriarch, and the fireplace poker for James.
 
   They had everything they needed, except something for Patricia. They had searched through the rooms on the lower level and the bedrooms upstairs, but they couldn’t even find anything to hint that she even existed. Which, judging by the stories, was exactly what James Harlop had been trying to do; make it seem like the little girl with dark hair didn’t even exist, by first trying to starve her, and when that didn’t work, by just claiming she had an accident.
 
   Anger seeped into Robert at just the thought of James Harlop pushing her tiny body off the roof.
 
   “Can you think of anything? Anything at all, something she was wearing, maybe?”
 
   Robert shook his head.
 
   “Rags…she was wearing rags. There was nothing that—”
 
   But then the image of the girl in the basement came to him and he shuddered.
 
   “Wait,” he said, thinking hard. And then it came to him; he knew exactly what had meant most to her. “A rat,” he whispered.
 
   Shelly frowned.
 
   “A rat?”
 
   “I think…I think she was starving and was eating a rat, chewing the tough—”
 
   Shelly snapped her fingers and pointed.
 
   “Bingo. Where was it? Where did you see it? On the roof or…?”
 
   Robert swallowed hard. 
 
   “The basement. But she was holding it, so how…?” He let his sentence trial off. He was still having a hard time trying to understand how all this binding stuff worked, and how he could get the Harlop family to grab their items without touching him.
 
   And he still hadn’t mentioned the dozen or so times he had touched Ruth...how he had even bathed the woman. Robert wasn’t sure what that all meant, but for some reason he felt compelled to keep this to himself.
 
   “No, it’s fine. If she was eating it, then the bones will still be there in the basement. Doesn’t matter if she kept part of it with her. Remember Ruth?”
 
   How could I forget? Braining her and then realizing that she was just a bag of bones.
 
   He was still trying to wrap his mind around that one as well.
 
   “Yeah, but…”
 
   I don’t want to go back down there, he almost said. But the last thing he wanted to do was look like a total coward in front of Shelly. Despite the circumstances, they had gotten along well. 
 
   Really well. 
 
   Maybe when all of this is over…
 
   He shook the thought from his head.
 
   “You have to,” she informed him. “Go get the rat; don’t be a pussy.”
 
   Cal laughed and Robert shot him a look.
 
   “Fuck, easy for you to say. You didn’t see—” 
 
   —her eyes, her bleeding eyes—
 
   “—didn’t see—”
 
   —her mouth, full of rat fur—
 
   “—didn’t hear—”
 
   —her crying about being hungry, begging to be let out—
 
   “—aw, fuck it. I’ll go,” he said at last. He reached over the table and grabbed the wrought iron poker. It felt strong, real, just like it had when he had swung at James the first time but missed. “But I’m taking this with me.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Of course they couldn’t find a replacement bulb for the one that had burnt out in the basement. It would have surprised Robert if they had been able to, given how bad his luck was. 
 
   Armed only with his cell phone flashlight and the poker, he took a good look at the door to the basement. It didn’t match the decor in the rest of the house, he realized, because that bastard James Harlop had reinforced it to keep his daughter down there. 
 
   “Jesus,” Cal whispered. He ran his fingers over the deep grooves on the back of the door that started at nearly waist height and went all the way to the top step. The indentations were rust-colored from where Patricia Harlop had tried to claw her way out.
 
   Robert inadvertently tightened his grip on the fireplace poker. 
 
   This time, unlike their first encounter, he felt no apprehension with regards to swinging the poker at James Harlop and sending him to the Marrow. He just hoped that there was a horrible eternity waiting for the piece of shit.
 
   Thunder suddenly cracked so loudly that it echoed throughout the house. All three of them turned their eyes upward and listened as the rain started to pour down on the Harlop Estate again. 
 
   And then the lights flickered.
 
   Shelly took a deep breath and turned to Robert.
 
   “Hurry,” she said. “They’re here.” 
 
   Robert’s heart skipped a beat as he lowered his gaze to the stairs. 
 
   He couldn’t believe that he was heading back down into the basement…in search of goddamn rat bones of all things.


 
   
  
 


Chapter 34
 
    
 
   As before, the weak light from Robert’s cell barely made a dent in the damp darkness of the basement. As he stepped off the bottom rung and onto the dirt ground, he realized that it was softer underfoot, as if the rain that bombarded the place had finally found its way into the basement. 
 
   And it was cold.
 
   For some reason, it was at least twenty degrees cooler down here, much colder than a basement should be, even in the summer. 
 
   His breath puffed in front of his face and he shivered, Shelly’s haunting words echoing in his head. 
 
   Be quick, we have to do this tonight. They’re here.
 
   He hoped that the rat would be just at the foot of the stairs and that he wouldn’t have to enter the basement proper. But he didn’t get his hopes up; he had learned over the past few weeks that when it came to luck, his had all but run out. 
 
   Swallowing hard, Robert moved to the corner closest to the staircase, but it was empty. As he moved to the other corner, he passed the silver bucket—that had served as Patricia Harlop’s toilet for God only knows how long—and felt a pang of sadness. He imagined Amy in her place, screaming, crying, begging to get out, and his heart sank.
 
   How can someone do that to anyone, let alone their own child? How can—?
 
   A noise—ragged breathing—from behind him cut off his train of thought.
 
   He turned slowly, steeling himself against seeing Patricia and her bleeding eyes again. He tried to tell himself that she wasn’t there to get him…that she was just scared and confused. It was odd, but he felt fairly calm, his previous encounters having served to mute the shock of not only her appearance, but her existence as well.
 
   And then Shelly’s warning echoed in his mind, and his anxiety level cranked up a notch.
 
   Whatever happens, you can’t let them touch you. They will ride you to the Marrow, and once you get there, you can never come back…
 
   He had touched Ruth plenty of times since he had arrived at the Harlop Estate—he had bathed the woman for Christ’s sake—but she had never touched him. Which meant one of two things: one, that, as Shelly suggested, Ruth had to touch him and not vice-versa; or two, that this was all batshit insane and he was actually just living the worst vivid dream of all time.
 
   At this juncture, Robert considered the evidence fifty-fifty.
 
   Thankfully, his anxiety was for not as Patricia wasn’t standing behind him. In fact, he only saw more of the dark brown ground. For a second, he allowed himself to consider that maybe he had just imagined the sound of someone else breathing in the basement. His eyes flicked up to the stairwell and the open door. Shelly was staring down at him, her pretty face filling most of the doorway, Cal’s round head peeking over her shoulder.
 
   Judging by her neutral expression, she hadn’t heard the breathing. 
 
   Maybe…
 
   He banished the thought, trying hard to stay on task. 
 
   And then he saw it tucked just under the wooden staircase risers: the skeleton of a long-dead rat, no more than six inches long, the ribs—what were left of them—covered in a tangle of spiderwebs. The jagged, broken bones reminded him of the sound Patricia’s rotten teeth had made when she had bitten down…of how thin and gaunt she was…of how she was starving to death. 
 
   “Found it!” he said, more enthusiastically than he had initially intended. He looked back up to Shelly again, and was encouraged by her smile. He placed the fireplace poker down in the dirt and squatted and reached for it.
 
   “It was—”
 
   “Help me…please help me.”
 
   The voice was so close to his ear that Robert thought he could actually feel the girl’s cold breath on his skin.
 
   “Fuck!” he yelped, jumping as far forward as he could given his squatting posture. He jammed his palms into the cold, wet ground and scrambled to his feet, spinning as he did.
 
   Patricia was staring at him with her pitch-black eyes. 
 
   Robert’s heart was pounding so hard in his chest that he feared a heart attack was imminent.
 
   “Shelly!” he yelled out of the corner of his mouth. “Shelly! She’s fucking here! What the fuck do I do now? Shelly!” 
 
   Robert backpedaled so quickly that he nearly fell again. Even when he threatened to go down, his eyes remained locked on Patricia instead of searching for more solid footing. 
 
   There was something strange about the way the flashlight was illuminating her features, her skin a pasty gray like a black-and-white photograph that had been left in the sun for too long. Still breathing rapidly, on the verge of hyperventilating, he moved the phone ever so slightly, turning it so that the light deflected obliquely off of Patricia as she slowly moved toward him.
 
   For a brief moment, he thought he could pick up the ground behind her, as if she wasn’t one hundred percent solid. 
 
   Robert shook his head, trying to focus. The only thing that mattered now was making sure that no matter what happened, Patricia didn’t touch him. 
 
   “Shelly! SHELLY!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. 
 
   What the fuck are they doing up there? And where the hell is Cal?
 
   He allowed his eyes to drift from Patricia’s for only a moment, and they were subconsciously drawn to the fireplace poker that he had placed on the dirt ground. Then he glanced at the rat carcass in his hand.
 
   Even though the rat was the item to bind Patricia, he would have felt a hell of a lot safer with the piece of wrought iron in his hand in that moment.
 
   Patricia kept moving toward him, and he woefully held out the rat carcass like some sort of burnt offering. 
 
   “Please, Patricia,” he said, his voice wavering. “Don’t come any closer…”
 
   It was in that moment, when the girl failed to acknowledge his desperate pleas, that Robert came to fully realize how insane their plan actually was. 
 
   How the fuck am I supposed to bind this little girl with obsidian eyes to a goddamn rat corpse? How can I get her to touch it?
 
   It was ludicrous.
 
   “Please, I want to help you, to get you out of here…”
 
   He was debating another option—just throwing the rat bones at her and running upstairs—when Patricia suddenly stopped. At first, he thought that she was responding to his words, or maybe that she had only now seen the rat in his hand.
 
   Maybe this isn’t such a bad plan after all.
 
   But then her eyes started to go that milky, frothy white again, and her mouth, which was suddenly caked with rust-colored dried blood that was equally as likely to have come from her chewing her lips off as it was from eating the rat, went wide.
 
   He recognized the expression; even in this twisted quiddity, he didn’t doubt what it was. 
 
   It was fear.
 
   Robert’s legs began to tremble, and the bones in his hand rattled audibly.
 
   “He’s here,” Patricia said, her voice taking on that strange, airy whisper that it had acquired the last time he had come down to the basement.
 
   Robert swallowed hard. 
 
   Patricia slunk backward before receding out of the limited reach of his cell phone light. He started to turn, and almost made it all the way around before he heard a voice.
 
   “Nobody’s supposed to be down here.”
 
   It was a man’s voice, deep and gruff.
 
   And then the man with the thick, dark mustache lunged at him from only three feet away.


 
   
  
 


Chapter 35
 
    
 
   The fall saved him. 
 
   Just seeing the burly man—James Harlop, still somehow wet from the roof—was enough to shock Robert to the ground. 
 
   The man literally lumbered directly over top of him, his legs spread just wide enough to miss touching Robert by mere inches. As he traveled over him, Robert caught sight of a ragged gash—more of a hole, really—just below his chin. Shelly was right; he was one tough bastard to choke the life out of Jacky after suffering a wound that egregious.
 
   Robert spun on his back like an overturned turtle, trying to make sure his eyes remained locked on James as he regained his balance and turned back to face him. 
 
   James Harlop was even more intimidating up close. He had the same black eyes as his daughter, and a thin bottom lip that was only just visible from beneath his thick mustache.
 
   And yet Robert knew that he was smiling.
 
   “Nobody supposed to be down here.”
 
   When he spoke, the wound below his neck flapped, making Robert’s stomach lurch. This tipped the scales, and Robert lost it. He opened his mouth and started to scream as long and loud as he could. Then he followed this up with more shouting.
 
   “Shelly! Cal! Get the fuck down here!”
 
   Robert’s eyes darted about frantically. He could see the fireplace poker, but it was behind James and there was no way he would be able to get it without either brushing against him or the man’s massive hands grabbing him.
 
   He finally heard stirring from the staircase, but time down in the basement seemed to be moving out of sync with that in the rest of the Harlop Estate above. Shelly and Cal’s footsteps—if it was them, please be them—were coming too slowly compared to the pace at which James started to shamble toward him. Their words, if that was what they were, were slow and too baritone to understand.
 
   The man seemed impossibly large, nearly seven feet tall. And thick. Despite the fact that he was wearing a soaked trench coat that shared the same color scheme that plagued Patricia, Robert could see that the man was thickly built, his arms threatening to pop the seams.
 
   James suddenly reared back and laughed, the horrible sound not only coming out of his mouth, but also whistling out of the hole that had killed him.
 
   Robert gagged and spat onto the dirt floor. He debated switching off the light, trying to hide, maybe, sneak by James as he had thought of doing with Patricia, but the fear that gripped him was all-encompassing. He couldn’t trust his body to switch the light off without dropping the phone, let alone actually running without falling.
 
   So instead, he just sat there, his track pants becoming damp and muddy, holding his phone in one hand, the rat bones in the other.
 
   James leveled his black eyes at Robert.
 
   “I told no one to come down here.”
 
   And then Robert did the unbelievable.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
   The man laughed again.
 
   “That’s what Patricia used to say,” he replied coldly. 
 
   The man was less than a dozen feet from Robert now, but he was still gripped by fear and unable to move. 
 
   “I’m going to strangle you like I did that slut Jacky.”
 
   He took another step forward, and just when it looked like he was about to lunge, movement off to the side drew Robert’s attention.
 
   “Thank—”
 
   He was about to thank God for Shelly and Cal, because they had finally made it to the basement. But the outline he saw was too small to be either of them.
 
   “Patricia?” Robert whispered.
 
   This word was enough to halt James’s forward advance. He turned in the direction that Robert was looking.
 
   “You go—”
 
   But now it was James’s turn to stop mid-sentence.
 
   When the figure darted to right up next to James, Robert’s eyes went wide.
 
   He immediately recognized the pink shirt and jeans. And he also recognized the dirty purple bunny rabbit in her arms.
 
   “Amy!” he cried. “No! Amy! Go upstairs! Run!”
 
   But the girl didn’t seem to hear him. Instead, she was staring up at James with a look of wonderment on her face.
 
   “Amy! Please Amy! Run!”
 
   But Amy didn’t run. She didn’t do anything but stare. 
 
   The thought of this animal touching Amy was enough to thaw the ice that gripped Robert. He leapt to his feet with speed and dexterity that he didn’t know himself capable of. 
 
   He had lost his house, his wife…he had lost everything, but he wasn’t going to lose Amy to either James or the Marrow.
 
   No fucking way.
 
   “Turn and look at me, you big bastard,” he said, his voice taking on a low, guttural quality.
 
   But the man didn’t move and now it was Robert’s turn to stalk him. He took two steps forward. Realizing that he was still holding the rat carcass, he tossed it to one side, not caring where it landed. 
 
   Patricia was not his concern anymore. His only concern was James and Amy.
 
   Always Amy.
 
   “You better turn around—”
 
   “Or what?” the man bellowed. But he turned anyways, and Robert tried to ignore the fact that his eyes had started to froth like Patricia’s had before.
 
   “Or I’ll kill you again.”
 
   The man laughed.
 
   “You can’t kill—”
 
   Robert took another step forward.
 
   “I’ll send you to the fucking Marrow, you rapist bastard.”
 
   James’ laugh died immediately, and for a second his eyes seemed to clear before going white again.
 
   “What do you know about the Marrow?”
 
   Robert said nothing, resigning himself to just stand there defiantly. He chanced a look at Amy and tried to send her a message using only his expression.
 
   Run, Amy. Run upstairs, grab Cal and get out of the house. Never come back.
 
   But the girl just stared at him. Then she moved her arm, and for the first time since seeing her, Robert realized that she had something in the hand opposite the one that held Mr. Gregorius.
 
   How the hell did she get past Shelly and Cal? More importantly, why did they let her past?
 
   “You can’t kill me,” James spat. “And I won’t leave this place.”
 
   Robert’s plan had worked; the man was distracted by his comments and no longer interested in Amy. But now Amy had to hold up her part of the unspoken bargain. 
 
   She needed to run.
 
   When he glanced over at her again, the object in her hand reflected some of the light from his cell phone.
 
   It was the fireplace poker. 
 
   Amy smiled, which made Robert’s heart melt. 
 
   Smiling had become a rarity after the accident.
 
   In one swift motion, she lowered the poker and threw it underhand like an arrow between James’s legs. It landed on the dirty ground a few feet from him with a small pff and Robert leapt for it. 
 
   James must have finally realized what was happening as he bellowed and then he too dove for the poker.
 
   Robert, for once in his life, was quicker; for all the man’s size, he was too slow, not quite agile enough. Robert landed on his stomach, the air forced from his lungs in an audible whoosh. The fingers of his right hand wrapped around the hard metal, just as James soared through the air. Robert dropped the phone in the dirt, then gripped the poker with both hands. In one fluid motion, he sprang to his feet, leading with the poker like a spear at a fifty-degree angle out in front of him.
 
   His timing was perfect. The poker slid directly into the wound in James’s chin, sliding effortlessly through the existing hole, then through the top of his mouth, stopping him cold. Robert turned his head to the side, expecting to be showered in blood from the much taller man. But when he felt no liquid splash his head and face, he opened his eyes and looked up.
 
   James sighed, and his eyes started to go completely white like acute cataracts.
 
   Robert, keeping the poker at arm’s length embedded in the man’s face and chin, anchored himself with his back leg and then shoved with all of his strength. The poker inched upward even further, until the tip broke through the top of James Harlop’s skull.
 
   A gassy release and a foul stench suddenly filled the basement.
 
   Robert’s heart skipped a beat, and he suddenly remembered Amy. He only looked away for a fraction of a second, but it was a fraction too long. 
 
   Something cold wrapped around his hand that still clutched the poker, something as cold and frigid as ice, drawing his attention back. Somehow, James had managed to lower his head and eyes to look at Robert despite the poker keeping his neck ramrod straight.
 
   And then the man spoke. The words were barely comprehensible with the poker wedged in his face, preventing his lips from touching. 
 
   But Robert understood them nonetheless.
 
   “Your wife is here, Robert…” he said, and Robert’s eyes went wide. There was a horrible chuffing noise that might have been laughter, but it ended just as quickly as it had started. “…and the goat…the goat is coming.” 
 
   These were the last words James Harlop uttered.
 
   Robert looked down and saw that when he had been distracted, James had clasped his massive hands over top of his.
 
   Despite the man’s ominous last words, the only thing that rang through Robert’s mind was Shelly’s warning.
 
   Whatever you do, don’t let them touch you.
 
   A tremor passed through him, and he glanced up and stared into James’s white eyes. Time seemed to slow again, and as he stared, he could see that they weren’t perfectly opaque, but they appeared to be frothing. He looked more closely still, and was seemingly drawn into them.
 
   It wasn’t a static whiteness, he realized, but a sea of some sort. A roiling sea, the waves frothing and rolling and breaking continuously on a beach.
 
   Robert Watts was staring at the shores of the Marrow.


 
   
  
 


Chapter 36
 
    
 
   And it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 37
 
    
 
   Cal stared down at the dirt, sweat dripping from his forearms and his damp t-shirt clinging uncomfortably to his body. He wasn’t cut out for work like this.
 
   “That good?” he asked, not bothering to turn to face Shelly.
 
   He had dug four graves, one for each member of the Harlop family, out by the back of the property near the existing tombstones. Only this time they were deep graves. 
 
   They had unearthed Patricia’s and even James’s bones in the shallow graves; it was James’s massive hand that had broken the surface. Jacky’s bones had been found by the shed, out in the open, which Cal had a hard time reconciling. Best he could figure was that for some reason she had been buried really close to the surface, so close that the rain had washed her entire skeleton down the slope and toward the Estate.
 
   It didn’t matter now, however; they had all gone to the Marrow. All that was left was making sure they received a proper burial. 
 
   He wrapped each of them in their own sheet, and then slowly lowered them into their individual graves. On top of each, he had gently laid their personal item to which they had been bound: a book, a gas mask, a handful of rat bones, and of course the fireplace poker. 
 
   It was this last item that made him cringe. 
 
   James Harlop didn’t deserve to be buried in this way, didn’t deserve the same treatment, however paltry, that the other Harlop family members had gotten. 
 
   “Dunno, should be. Bound to their items, they should be well on their way to the Marrow now,” Shelly answered. They were both tired, even though Cal had done all of the digging. 
 
   Cal stared a little longer, his eyes focusing on the rat bones.
 
   “Doubt it’s actually six feet,” he remarked passively.
 
   Shelly shrugged.
 
   “Like I said, they’re bound now. Should be alright. Glad that you put them down the hill a bit, though, just in case the heavy rains come again, threatening to erode the soil.”
 
   Cal nodded and then turned his gaze skyward, squinting into the sun. It was bright, brighter than he could remember. It felt the way late summer should feel: hot and sunny. 
 
   And no damn rain.
 
   Thoughts of rain made him think of the Marrow, and for what felt like the hundredth time, he wondered if Robert had been touched by James Harlop. 
 
   If he too was now in the Marrow.
 
   And, oddly, mixed with the fear and guilt he felt about his friend, he also felt a pang of envy. After all, he was the one that had to sit and hold his dying friend in his arms, watching as his quiditty leaked out of him like some sort of…
 
   Cal quickly pushed these thoughts aside, chalking them up to the result of an extremely long night, a night in which they had accomplished much, but a night that neither he nor Shelly had slept a lick. 
 
   After they had gone down to the basement, they had found Robert, lying on his back in the dirt, eyes closed, breathing rhythmically. As if he were sleeping. And clutched in his hand was the fireplace poker. 
 
   Cal had had to use both hands to pry his fingers off.
 
   It didn’t take a genius to figure out what had happened. They had heard a commotion of sorts, a muffled cry, but by the time they’d gotten downstairs, Robert had already been lying on the ground. As they had struggled to carrying his unconscious body upstairs, they had heard a little girl crying. 
 
   Patricia Harlop slipped out of the shadows, her head low, her hands at her sides. She was confused, disoriented, and alone. She was more than happy to be on her way, and binding her to the rat bones had proven surprisingly uneventful. And it felt good.
 
   The smile on her face as her spirit faded had warmed Cal’s heart. And it was a relief to both of he and Shelly that it wasn’t just Robert that could bind, or even see, the spirits. The limited information they could dig up on the subject suggested that very few were capable of this ritual, especially if they hadn’t become part of the narrative, as it were.
 
   They had found Jacky in the kitchen next, scrubbing the counter furiously. Jacky was even more confused than Patricia, and she actually had come onto Cal. She was a beautiful woman, and it made him wonder if maybe something similar had happened to Robert. And a man in his state, having just lost his wife…well, he didn’t even want to think about that. 
 
   Shelly had bound Jacky to The Old Man and the Sea. The woman’s face had lit up when she saw the book, and Shelly had carefully handed it to her, making sure that their fingers never made contact. And that was it.
 
   Cal had been preparing himself a glass of scotch while Shelly was pressing a cool cloth to Robert’s forehead. Although neither of them said anything, Cal could only imagine two reasons for Robert’s condition: one, the optimistic reason, was that everything that had built up over the last few months, culminating with his interaction with James Harlop, had been just too much; that it had broken him. The other option was that he had touched James and had been taken to the Marrow. Neither Cal nor Shelly wanted to consider the second option.
 
   Wake up, Robbo. Just wake the fuck up. 
 
   It had been while contemplating this that Cal had heard the rusty squeaking coming from upstairs. Cautiously, he and Shelly had made their way to the second floor. 
 
   Ruth was struggling to get from her wheelchair to her bed. She was sickly thin, and her breathing, now that they had removed her mask, was coming in wheezy bursts.
 
   Cal helped her. Using the sheet to wrap his hands and make sure he didn’t touch her, he helped her into bed. Then Shelly stepped forward and asked if she wanted to have a little oxygen before she fell asleep.
 
   “Oh, that’s where that silly thing went.”
 
   And once Shelly had lowered the mask, Ruth Harlop also faded.
 
   Which brought them to here, to Cal sweating profusely in the hot sun, scooping the last of the dirt on top of the four graves.
 
   “Should we say something?” he asked.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I dunno. A eulogy, maybe?”
 
   Shelly shook her head.
 
   “Naw, I don’t believe in that shit,” she said, and then turned and slowly made her way back to the Harlop Estate. Cal stared at her ass moving in her tight jeans as she went. “Let’s go check on Robert, there is still one more thing we have to do,” she said over her shoulder. Then, after a pause, she added, “And stop looking at my ass, pervert.”


 
   
  
 


Chapter 38
 
    
 
   Robert opened his eyes, and at first he couldn’t see anything. He could still hear the gentle sound of waves crashing, but his vision was completely white. And yet, despite this, there was no panic in him. In fact, he felt calm, serene even—completely at ease.
 
   After several blinks, his sight eventually cleared. 
 
   He was lying on a couch, but had no recollection of how he had gotten it there. Squinting, he managed to make out Cal’s silhouette on the chair, much like the man had been the night before. A passing notion that everything that had happened had just been a dream crept into his mind, but then he realized that Cal’s face and t-shirt were soaked with sweat. 
 
   They hadn’t been that way the day prior. And, besides, Cal and sweat avoided each other like the plague.
 
   Without moving, not ready to test to see if muscle soreness still gripped him just yet, he continued to look on silently.
 
   He found Shelly, her back to him, staring out the window. Observing her shapely hips, Robert was forced to squint even harder; the sun that came in through the window was so bright that it made his eyes and head hurt.
 
   And then everything came flooding back…he remembered Amy in the basement and his heart started to race again. 
 
   The tranquil veneer from the Marrow had dissolved.
 
   “Amy!” he meant to yell, but the word came out as a dry croak. Still, it was sufficiently loud to get Cal and Shelly’s attention. His best friend’s eyes snapped open, and then he groaned as he quickly made it to him, kneeling down so that they were at eye level. He gestured for Shelly to hurry over, but she was already making her way toward him.
 
   “Robbo! Shit, Robbo, you scared the crap out of us!”
 
   Robert turned to Shelly and then Cal. He swallowed, trying to ease the intense dryness in his throat.
 
   “Where’s Amy?” His words came out nervously.
 
   Cal looked to Shelly, his eyebrows rising up his forehead.
 
   He tried to sit up, but Cal gently pushed him back down.
 
   “Did he get her? Did James Harlop get her?”
 
   This time when he went to sit up, he shoved Cal away pre-emptively.
 
   “Goddammit, let me up!” he shouted. He turned to Shelly, who nodded at Cal. “What the hell? What happened to her? Where is she? Did she—did she—?” He couldn’t get the words out. 
 
   “Calm down,” Cal said softly. 
 
   “Don’t fucking tell me to calm down! I want my fucking daughter!”
 
   Shelly moved into view now, relieving Cal of his responsibility.
 
   “What is going on? What happened to Patricia and Jacky?”
 
   Shelly took a deep breath, which wasn’t a good sign.
 
   “After you bound James,” she began, trying to keep a straight face, “Cal and I took care of the others. They didn’t want to stay here; they wanted to go. They didn’t fight.”
 
   Robert looked from Cal to Shelly and back again.
 
   “Great, but what does this have to do with Amy?”
 
   “Robert, I know we only just met, but—”
 
   Cal held up his hand, staying her tongue.
 
   “Robbo,” he said softly. “There is no nice way of saying this, and even if there were, I wouldn’t know what it is.”
 
   “What?” he snapped. “Is she okay? Did he take her?”
 
   Cal shook his head slowly, then took his blistered hand between two of his own. Robert should have recoiled, but it was such a strange gesture coming from his friend that he left it there.
 
   “You need to let go, Robert. You have to let go.”
 
   Now Robert did pull his hand away, not even noticing when several of the blisters popped.
 
   “What? What are you talking about? Let go? Let go of what?”
 
   Cal lowered his gaze.
 
   “You have to, Robert. It’s time.”
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
   Cal looked up again, and Robert was taken aback by the tears in his eyes. Again, confusion overwhelmed him, and it was all he could do to keep his head screwed on straight.
 
   “Amy’s dead, Robert. I think you know this. She died in the car accident with Wendy.”
 
   Robert’s heart seemed to stop.
 
   “Wha—wha—what?”
 
   He looked from Cal and Shelly and back again so rapidly that he suddenly felt dizzy to the point of becoming nauseated. 
 
   Amy’s dead? She died with Wendy? What? How?
 
   “Think, Robert. Think.”
 
   And for some reason, Robert, despite his resistance to this nonsensical idea, took a moment to think—to really think. He thought of Amy appearing on his doorstep, soaking wet, and him wondering why in the world Wendy would let her walk from…from…where the hell was she coming from, anyway? 
 
   Robert squeezed his eyes together tightly and continued to remember that horrible evening. 
 
   After I put her to bed, Officer Dwight knocked on the door, telling me that Wendy died. He said something else, too, but I was in too much shock to remember his words.
 
   His memories skipped ahead to when he had gone to identify Wendy’s body, and the strange fact that he had left Amy at home…she was only nine years old, for Christ’s sake, why had he done that? And then at the morgue, a vision of first seeing Wendy’s too rosy cheeks came to him, but he also vaguely recalled a second gurney and on that gurney there was another body, one much smaller than Wendy’s.
 
   “No,” Robert moaned.
 
   And the pathologist, the one with the stupid round spectacles, had been shouting something about him needing to come back, to identify the bodies, plural. 
 
   Robert shook his head and tapped his temples as if to force these thoughts out. 
 
   “No, no, no…”
 
   Then there was the funeral, and how nobody had even said anything to Amy, not even her grandparents. And the French fries, the ones at the diner when he had met Cal, how they had been left uneaten.
 
   Tears started streaming down Robert’s face as these memories flooded back. 
 
   He remembered holding Amy’s picture, the one she had drawn of what at the time he had thought was a beautiful wave, but now knew to be the Marrow…the more he thought about that picture, the more he concentrated on it, the less there it was. Eventually it faded to a blank sheet of paper stuck on the refrigerator door.
 
   He felt Cal reach out and hold him.
 
   “No,” he sobbed. “It can’t be.”
 
   “Check your phone, Robbo.”
 
   With blurred vision, he picked up his phone from the table, which Cal or Shelly must have retrieved from the basement when he had dropped it.
 
   There were 37 unheard messages. It took him three tries to dial his mailbox, and four more to punch in his code. Even before he heard Officer Dwight’s voice, he knew what the man was going to say. 
 
   It was the reason he hadn’t even acknowledged the messages before; with all of his messing around with the phone, he had never once thought of listening to the messages.
 
   It was self-preservation, his mind protecting him from the unthinkable.
 
   “Robert Watts, this is Officer Dwight. Look, I have been trying to reach you for many days now. I know this is hard, impossible even, and that you might just need time alone. But I need you to head back to the morgue. You need to…to identify and sign off on your daughter’s body. Robert, I’m sorry—”
 
   Robert dropped the phone and then started to weep, the conversation with Officer Dwight that night of the rainstorm suddenly flooding back to him with unprecedented clarity.
 
   “I’m soaking wet. Maybe—”
 
   Robert invited him in anyway.
 
   “Mr. Watts, I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, but your wife, Wendy? She was in a car accident tonight…Mr. Watts, your wife is dead.”
 
   Robert stared at the man, his expression deadpan, disbelieving. 
 
   “Mr. Watts? I’m sorry, but your daughter…shit, I don’t even know how this happened, how it’s even possible…but it appears that she was walking home, I’m assuming from Landon’s house, but we’re not sure at the moment, when—” The officer had to look away at this point, for fear of tearing up. “When Wendy’s car struck her. It was…it was…neither of them suffered. I’m so, so sorry for your losses, and I know that nothing I can say can help you in any way. I just…I just…” 
 
   Officer Dwight let his sentence trail off. There was nothing more to say. 
 
   “Mr. Watts? Mr. Watts?”


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   “It will be okay, sweetie,” Robert said, wiping tears from his eyes with the sleeve of his suit jacket. “Take Mr. Gregorius.”
 
   Amy looked up at him, her eyes wide.
 
   “But will it be okay? I’m scared, Daddy.”
 
   Robert sniffed and offered a weak smile.
 
   “It’ll be okay.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “Promise.”
 
   “Ice cream all day? For breakfast, lunch, and dinner?”
 
   Robert laughed, and then wiped the snot from his nose.
 
   “Yes, sweetie, all day, every day.”
 
   She reached for Mr. Gregorius, which Robert held out to her, his hand kept safely behind the animal’s fur to avoid contact. All he wanted to do was to hold her, to hug her, but Shelly had said that probably wasn’t a good idea. He wasn’t sure why, considering that he had touched her so many times since she had died. Maybe that was why he had been able to go to the Marrow and come back, something that he had kept from both Shelly and Cal.
 
   Just before she grabbed the animal, her hand froze.
 
   “Have you been, Daddy?” Amy asked softly.
 
   The question took him by surprise, but it still evoked memories of the waves, their sound, their appearance…the way he had felt when he had been standing alone on the shores.
 
   The feeling of warmth, of an undeniable fullness, complete and utter fulfillment. 
 
   But that was before the sky had clouded over.
 
   “Yes, I’ve been,” he admitted at last. “And it is the most beautiful thing you will ever see.”
 
   There was a short pause before Amy said, “I love you Daddy.”
 
   “I love you too, sweetie.”
 
   And then Amy grabbed the stuffed bunny and her image slowly started to fade. As it did, Robert began to sob again, but this time he was crying and smiling at the same time. 
 
   Amy was moving on now; she could finally be happy again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Robert dropped the stuffed bunny onto the casket as it was lowered into the earth, and then he walked away. He didn’t say goodbye; there was no need. 
 
   He had done that in person. And for the first time in forever, he finally let go. Robert felt relieved; he actually felt good. Not Marrow good, but good nonetheless. He didn’t say hi or bye to Wendy’s friends Stephanie or Julie, or even acknowledge Landon, who had also made an appearance. He gave a curt nod to Wendy’s parents, but that was all he offered them. After all, they had given him less when he had been suffering.
 
   Besides, Robert was done with this life.
 
   As he walked down the grassy hill toward his car, he realized that Shelly and Cal had moved to his sides and were flanking him now. Shelly hooked an elbow through his and he wrapped an arm over Cal’s shoulder, which was three or four inches lower than his. 
 
   They walked arm in arm until they nearly made it to the parking lot.
 
   “What are we going to do now?” Cal finally asked.
 
   Robert shrugged.
 
   “I have some ideas.”
 
   Shelly squeezed him tightly.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “Wanna go for a drink?” Cal offered. “My treat.”
 
   “Fuck yeah,” Shelly replied.
 
   Robert took his arm off Cal and stared at his friend.
 
   “You’re buying? You? I think going to—” He was about to say the Marrow before he caught himself. “—the Harlop Estate messed with my ears.”
 
   Cal shrugged and tucked his hands into his pockets.
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   Robert laughed. It felt good to laugh.
 
   “Well I’m definitely not letting this once-in-a-lifetime experience pass me up. Callum Cheapskate Godfrey is going to buy me a beer.”
 
   Robert whistled and Cal punched him playfully on the shoulder. As the three separated, Robert scanned the parking lot for his car, but before his eyes fell on his blue Mazda, he noticed a man in a black suit with short-cropped blond hair leaning up against the driver’s side door of a black Buick.
 
   “You know what?” he said, putting more distance between himself and his friends. “I’m going to take you up on that offer. But I’m going to catch up with you. There is one more thing I have to do, okay?”
 
   Cal gave him a look, but Shelly patted him on the back.
 
   “Sure. We’ll be waiting for you.”
 
   Robert smiled and waited for them to get into their respective vehicles before he changed direction and walked over to the man he knew as Sean Sommers. 
 
   Sean acknowledged him with a nod as he approached, but when Robert came to within a foot of him, the man offered no salutation or introduction. Although it was undoubtedly the same man as the one that had visited his house that day with the letter, there was something different about him now. He was colder somehow, less inviting. More business-like, maybe, which was odd considering that their previous interaction had pretty much been all business. And yet, for some reason, Robert got the impression that this version of Sean Sommers was the real Sean Sommers.
 
   Robert said the first thing that popped into his mind. 
 
   “You know, one thing has always bothered me—” He shook his head. “No, that’s not right. Everything has bothered me, but the one thing that has stuck in my brain is, why me? I’m pretty sure now that I’m not related to Ruth or any of the other Harlops, or at least I don’t think I am. And I’m guessing you’re not Jacky’s father, either. So why did you specifically come to visit me?”
 
   Sean shrugged and said nothing. Robert waited patiently for the man to collect his thoughts, but even given the pause, when he answered, he got the impression that it was only a half answer, that there was more to tell.
 
   Perhaps much more.
 
   “I don’t have any children,” he said flatly. “At least not in the traditional sense. And no, you are not related to the Harlops. As to why I came to you, that’s a long and complicated story. Suffice it to say that you were selected.”
 
   Selected.
 
   After what had happened at the Harlop Estate, this felt more a condemnation than a reward.
 
   Robert considered asking for clarification, demanding it even, but Sean’s stern expression made it clear that there would be no further explanation.
 
   At least not now.
 
   Robert stared into his eyes, and for a brief second Sean’s demeanor faltered.
 
   “You’ve been there too, haven’t you?” Robert whispered.
 
   Sean pressed his lips together tightly, but said nothing. That moment’s hesitation, however, was answer enough.
 
   “What’s coming? When I was there, it was the most serene experience I had ever felt…but then the lightning came, and the thunder. What is the dark cloud that came over the sea? And who is the goat?”
 
   Sean reached quickly into his suit jacket pocket, and for a split second Robert thought that the strange man was going to pull out a gun and shoot him dead right there in the parking lot.
 
   But that was ridiculous…wasn’t it?
 
   Robert breathed deeply when Sean only held out an envelope.
 
   “Take it.”
 
   He eyed it suspiciously.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Again, Sean said nothing.
 
   Robert reached out and took it from the man, opened it, and pulled out a piece of paper that had been folded three times to make it fit. The page was clearly old, the pages slightly yellowed, and it took him a while to make out the faded text. 
 
   It was the deed to the Harlop Estate, and it had his name on it.
 
   Robert experienced a sharp intake of breath.
 
   “How?” he asked, looking up.
 
   Sean shrugged. 
 
   “Wait, are you a ghost too? Were you friends with Ruth?”
 
   Sean laughed, a dry, grating sound.
 
   “No, no. Never met her. And besides, I’m much older than she is.”
 
   Robert’s eyebrows knitted.
 
   Older than Ruth?
 
   Then Sean surprised him by turning away and opening the door to his midnight-black Buick. Robert thought he saw a flash of light and heard the voice of another man inside, but Sean quickly blocked the doorway.
 
   “Will I see you again?” Robert asked.
 
   Sean, one foot in the car, a hand on the top of the door, turned back.
 
   “Oh, I’m sure you will, Robert. I’m sure you will.”
 
   And then he closed the door, leaving Robert to wonder whether or not seeing the strange man with the short blond hair again was a good or bad thing.
 
   And if he would ever make it back to the Marrow. 
 
   For some reason, Robert Watts was convinced that the two went hand in hand. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

END
 
   


 
   
  
 

Author’s Note
 
   I hope you enjoyed Shallow Graves, the first book in the Haunted Series. There are many more tales due out featuring Robbo, Cal, and Shelly banishing unruly apparitions to the Marrow due out soon. In fact, the second book, The Seventh Ward, will be released in November, 2016. It’s on pre-order right now. Reserve your copy today. 
 
   There at least four books are planned for Robert Watts and his trio, and after that…well, who knows? The goat, maybe. Or Sean; Sean knows some stuff...some stuff he isn’t letting on.
 
   Ah, that reminds me. Special thanks to Sean Sommers who lent his name to this book by winning a Facebook contest I held. So like my facebook page @authorpatricklogan. Just do it. You probably follow a half dozen people that you don’t even recognize anymore, at least one of which you did only so that you could get a Candy Crush bonus.
 
   Got a spare moment? Please consider directing your browser to Amazon.com and posting a quick review. Let others know that you enjoyed my book, so that they can enjoy it, too. 
 
   You know, altruism ‘n all that.
 
   Thanks for reading. I am forever grateful that you decided to spend your time reading one of my books when you could have been doing something else. Like texting.
 
    
 
   You keep reading, and I’ll keep writing.
 
    
 
   Best,
 
   Patrick
 
   Montreal, 2016


 
   
  
 



And now, for a sneak peak of Book 2 in The Haunted Series, The Seventh Ward…
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Prologue
 
    
 
   “Hey, Danny, you almost done over there?”
 
   Danny pulled the headphones out of his ears, then switched off the floor cleaner.
 
   “What? You say something?”
 
   He eyed his friend from across the hall. Lawrence was tall, thin, and had a perpetually goofy expression on his narrow face. Big ears, big eyes, big mouth pretty much summed him up.
 
   “I asked if you were done,” Lawrence replied. He balled up the paper towel that he had been using to clean the silver gurney and tossed it into the waste bin.
 
   “Almost…” Danny waved a hand, indicating the thin strip of dirty floor on the other side of the hallway. “Just have to do that strip and then I’m done—we can pack it up then.”
 
   A quick glance at the Timex on his wrist revealed that it was nearly three in the morning. “Yeah, let’s stop at three.”
 
   Lawrence smiled at him, revealing a set of large, almost buck teeth.
 
   “Then can we go check out that ward?”
 
   Danny made a face.
 
   “What ward?”
 
   Lawrence rolled his eyes and tore off another sheet of paper towel. 
 
   “Don’t be coy—you know what ward.”
 
   Danny’s eyes narrowed and he grimaced.
 
   “No,” he said simply, jamming his headphones back into his ears before his friend could complain. He knew that Lawrence was talking, but with his music blaring, he couldn’t make out the words, which was fine by him. After switching the floor cleaner back on, and feeling the vibrations that traveled up his arms, he couldn’t hear Lawrence at all.
 
   As Danny maneuvered the device toward the dirty strip in the hallway, which was also the final hallway in the Eighth Ward of Pinedale Hospital that required cleaning, he let his mind wander. 
 
   Why are we cleaning this place again? 
 
   After all, the hospital had been abandoned for years…a decade or more. Not a native of Corgin, two weeks ago Danny had never even heard of the place. After a little research, however, he thought that the blond man in the suit was pulling his leg. 
 
   Clean an abandoned hospital? What for?
 
   At the time, the man’s response had been convincing enough: they were thinking of turning it into some sort of museum, an archive of old-fashioned equipment from the mid to late nineties. But glancing around now, Danny couldn’t see anything that remotely resembled museum-worthy pieces. In fact, most of the medical equipment had been removed, presumably by the company that had packed up the hospital in the first place, or by looters. What was left wasn’t ‘antique,’ but just shit. Even his inexperienced mind knew that. 
 
   After all, most of his experience had come in the form of cleaning it up.
 
   The fact that Danny Dekeyser had been approached by the man at all had been a surprise. Cleaning an entire hospital, a total of eight wards, was a massive job, and all he had was himself and Lawrence to do the work. Truthfully, one of the much larger, commercial companies would have been a better fit, and Danny had nearly said as much. But with his medical bills piling up and the numbers that the stranger in the suit was throwing around, how could he refuse? Especially with a wife and daughter to support. 
 
   The floor cleaner suddenly chuffed, and Danny looked around the side to make sure it hadn’t snagged on anything. There was something pink, like a wad of gum, stuck halfway out of the hard red bristles. He moved the brush-wheel back and forth aggressively over the spot a few times, but whatever it was, it refused to unglue from the floor.
 
   “Fuck,” he grumbled, slipping the scraper from the loop on his belt. He shut off the buffer and pulled it off the pink wad. As he squatted to start scraping, he heard Lawrence mumbling, and he reluctantly pulled one of the buds out of his ears.
 
   “What?” he said without turning.
 
   “Fuck, man, you gotta turn that shit down. Not good for your ears.”
 
   Danny said nothing. 
 
   “Jesus, you’re in a mood today, aren’t you?”
 
   Danny stared at the three-inch-long piece of gum or whatever the hell it was for a second, his eyes defocusing.
 
   He slid the scraper under the one side, which was thicker than the other, and gave it a little push. 
 
   “Danny?”
 
   Danny shook his head and turned to his friend. 
 
   “Sorry, man. Just tired, is all. I want to go home, have a beer, put my dogs up.” 
 
   He had been feeling off lately, and was trying his best not to think about the prospect of the cancer returning. It had been in remission for nearly two years, but his doctor had said he would never quite be out of the woods. And ever since he had accepted the job at Pinedale Hospital, he had been feeling rundown, which was exactly how he had felt before his initial diagnosis.
 
   “Yeah, man, I hear ya,” Lawrence responded. His goofy face went serious for a second, and Danny knew what the man was thinking, because he was thinking it too.
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “It’s nothing, maybe a cold—the flu. Fuck, I’ll be fine.” Then he smiled. A weak smile, but a smile nonetheless.
 
   The goofy grin on Lawrence’s lips returned and he made his thick eyebrows dance.
 
   “I thought I heard something.”
 
   Danny pulled the other headphone out. 
 
   “Now?”
 
   “No, not now. Before, when I was yelling your name for like five minutes.”
 
   Danny shook his head, thinking back to the blond man in the suit handing over the set of keys—archaic things that looked as ancient as some of the leftover equipment—and the keycards. The keys got you into the building, but from there, in order to get around, you needed to use the keycards.
 
   “There’s no one else here.”
 
   “Heard a door close.” His grin grew. “Below us.”
 
   Now it was Danny’s turn to roll his eyes. What had happened in Pinedale about five years before it shut down had become something of an urban legend, and although Danny hadn’t even heard of the place before, a quick Internet search had revealed plenty.
 
   Mostly—maybe all—bullshit, something about a psychiatric inmate butchering another patient and a doctor, trying to prove some insane theory of his. 
 
   Danny believed none of it. Lawrence, on the other hand, was obsessed. 
 
   Let’s go find the Seventh Ward, he would start each night with, and Danny would tell him no.
 
   The man in the suit’s instructions were explicitly clear: they were supposed to start on the top floor, on the Eighth Ward. The cancer ward, ironically. And then they were to make their way down. Leave it to Lawrence to point out that the ward numbers jumped from six to eight.
 
   Only once had Danny, during a rare moment of weakness, allowed Lawrence to go exploring. Stranger still was the fact that he had gone with his friend. 
 
   In the basement, they had found a single door, the only one in the entire hospital, as far as he could tell, that was unlabeled. And neither of the keycards that the man had given them would open it.
 
   This is the Seventh Ward, Lawrence had said giddily, to which Danny had promptly replied that it was probably just storage.
 
   Danny stifled a cough and swallowed the phlegm that filled his mouth. 
 
   “There’s no one here,” he said, turning back to the floor. His gloved hand brushed against the pink thing. It was surprisingly soft, pliable even.
 
   What the fuck?
 
   Even the layers of dust in the abandoned hospital had their own layers of dust; the doors had been closed for years.
 
   But this…this pink thing appeared fresh…organic even. It looked strangely like a finger, a smooth, pink finger with no nail on the end.
 
   Danny made a disgusted face.
 
   Maybe…maybe Lawrence was—
 
   But the door to the cancer ward was suddenly thrown wide, cutting off all rational thought. Danny’s head shot up so quickly that he lost his balance and fell backward, smacking his tail-bone on the floor.
 
   “Wha—wha—?” he stammered, trying to catch his bearings. 
 
   Lawrence cried out when a lumbering shadow emerged from the open door. 
 
   “Danny?”
 
   Swallowing hard, Danny managed to regain a modicum of control and pushed himself to his feet. 
 
   “Who is it?” he demanded, trying to sound authoritative. “You’re not supposed to be here.”
 
   His words came out meek despite his efforts.
 
   They only had two work lights, both running on a set of lithium-ion batteries: one was splashed against the hallway wall so that Danny could see where he was cleaning, while Lawrence was using the other to clean the gurneys. Neither were pointed at the door at the end of the hall, leaving that area basking in darkness. 
 
   As it was, Danny could only make out a shadow in the doorway. 
 
   But then the figure stepped into the light, and Danny felt his heartrate double.
 
   He was huge, bigger than any man that Danny had ever seen—at least six foot six, maybe even taller. But that wasn’t the most shocking thing about him.
 
   The man was fragmented somehow…all hard angles, none of his features matching up perfectly. Thick, lace-like stitches crisscrossed his massive barrel chest, which had—Jesus Christ—a single, purple and deformed breast sutured to the center. The man’s right arm was proportionate, but the left was considerably smaller, and while the former was a pale gray, the latter was a dark, pigmented brown.
 
   And that said nothing of the mess between his legs.
 
   “Wha—what—you—you can’t be in here,” Danny stammered. His grip instinctively tightened on the metal scraper.
 
   The man laughed and bounded awkwardly toward him, failing to notice Lawrence, who had since slunk behind his trolley full of cleaning supplies.
 
   Danny froze in place as the man neared.
 
   He was even more hideous up close, his face a mishmash of different features, none of which seemed to fit: a dark, black nose, bent slightly to the right; the skin surrounding his left eye pink, as if sunburned. His mouth was a jagged slit that continued nearly to his ear on the left side, the stitches having since separated.
 
   It was like Frankenstein’s monster, only more hideous. 
 
   And it was real.
 
   “What the fuck—you can’t—”
 
   “The name is George,” the man said. When he spoke, the stitches in his face separated even more, revealing a row of rotting yellow molars. 
 
   Danny wanted to run—he wanted to turn and get the fuck out of there as fast as humanly possible. But he couldn’t.
 
   It was as if his feet were encased in ice.
 
   The man continued his approach, his gait awkward, lumbering, as if one leg was a few inches shorter than the other. And the worst part was that Danny thought that maybe this was the case, but he was too scared to look away from the man’s dark, black eyes to check.
 
   As George traversed the short distance between them, Danny started to pick up a general funk, a rotting smell that soon became so pungent that it made his eyes water. 
 
   When he was only two feet away, George suddenly stopped, his eyes narrowing. At first Danny thought that he was staring at him, but then he lowered his gaze and chuckled.
 
   “There it is,” he said. The monster bent at the waist, revealing more of the thick, shoelace-like stitches that crisscrossed his back.
 
   George groaned and grabbed the pink thing that Danny had been trying to remove from the floor. With a yank, he pulled it off the ground. Then he brought it up to eye level and studied it for a moment before chuckling again.
 
   “That’s where that went.”
 
   Then he showed Danny his left hand…and the missing thumb. Like a magician pulling a parlor trick, he raised the pink appendage up and moved it back and forth from where it had been amputated.
 
   Danny’s stomach lurched and he could feel his whole body tense. Sweat broke out on his brow.
 
   The man’s face suddenly went serious.
 
   “You hear that?”
 
   Danny swallowed hard and gaped at the human freak show before him. It couldn’t be real, of course. It had to be the cancer coming back. The first time he had been diagnosed, and shortly after starting chemo, he remembered wild, vivid dreams. Even during the day, he would occasionally have minor hallucinations.
 
   Nothing as horrific as this, of course, but it just couldn’t possibly be real.
 
   “I said, did you hear that?” George asked again, his voice deepening, becoming more aggressive. No matter how intimidating the man was, Danny still couldn’t bring himself to answer. 
 
   George leaned in closer now to within three inches of Danny, and it was all he could do not to vomit. 
 
   The man’s breath reeked of rotting fish, and that said nothing of the horrific details of his face: the stitches, the patchwork skin that had so clearly been scavenged from other people. And judging by the smell, it had been none too fresh when it had been harvested.
 
   “I think it was the Goat,” George hissed. “I heard he was coming.”
 
   A shout suddenly erupted from somewhere behind George.
 
   “I don’t know who the fuck—” But before Lawrence could finish his sentence, something flashed in Danny’s periphery. 
 
   The broom handle came down in a swooping arc. It thwacked against George’s segmented back, and the man straightened, pulling away from Danny, taking his awful, rotting breath with him. 
 
   He grunted and started to turn. The way he moved was awful, the patchwork skin all possessed with different plasticity, bending and folding and creasing independently. 
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that,” he whispered. Lawrence reared back to swing the broom again, when Danny finally snapped out of his stupor.
 
   “No! Don’t!” he shouted, but he was too late. 
 
   George grabbed the broom from Lawrence with the hand that still had a thumb, and in one sharp tug, he pulled it from his grasp. 
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that,” George repeated. 
 
   Danny wanted to do something, would have done something to help his friend, but he was too slow. With his other hand, George reached out and grasped Lawrence by the throat. Even without a thumb, the man’s grip was so strong that Lawrence couldn’t peel it away even with both hands. 
 
   Gasping, Danny stood helplessly and watched his friend begin to thrash as he was lifted clean off the floor.
 
   “He’s coming…he’s coming…he’s coming…” George began to repeat over and over again. 
 
   It was then that Danny realized that he was still gripping the paint scraper in his hand. He raised it slowly, almost robotically, with the intention of driving it into George’s neck, when Lawrence’s eyes suddenly started to cloud over, to turn completely black. 
 
   Danny Dekeyser dropped the paint scraper and ran.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   With only his small penlight to lead him, Danny couldn’t find his way to the front door of Pinedale Hospital. Instead, he found himself moving deeper into the bowels of the hospital, trying to get far enough away that he could no longer hear Lawrence’s screams.
 
   Eventually, he found himself at a door—the door that he and Lawrence had tried to open a week ago, but had failed. In his desperation, however, this slipped his mind. His outstretched hands found the door handle and he gripped it furiously, rattling it up and down, all the while banging his shoulder against it. 
 
   It wouldn’t open.
 
   And then his penlight blinked out.
 
   “Fuck,” he whispered into the pitch blackness.
 
   His hand went to his hip next, grabbing the keycard that was attached via a retractable cord. He yanked it hard, and then blindly waved the card in the area that he assumed the reader was. At first nothing happened, and his nearly overwhelming panic started to become a crescendo. In his mind, he could hear George’s heavy, thumping footsteps, one hard, one light. 
 
   “C’mon, c’mon,” he muttered, now waving the card aimlessly in the dark. 
 
   Just when he was going to release the retractable cord and move deeper into the hospital to search for an area that was better lit by the moonlight, he heard a muted beep and a small green LED light cut through the darkness. 
 
   Yes!
 
   Danny yanked on the door and pulled it wide, quickly stepping inside. He closed it behind him, and then raised his head to where he thought the pane of glass was. Even though he couldn’t see anything in the darkness, knowing that he was staring out of the window, eyes wide, offered him some comfort.
 
   For a long while, the only noise that Danny heard was the sound of his own breathing. As his heartrate began to normalize, he was suddenly overcome with the urge to cough. He brought a hand to his mouth and pressed his lips together as hard as he could in an attempt to stifle it. 
 
   Given the tightness in his chest and lungs, Danny did a fairly good job of holding back; only spit sprayed from his lips. 
 
   The problem was, even during his stifled spurts, he continued to hear the same rhythmic breathing.
 
   Only now he was sure it wasn’t his.
 
   Danny, eyes wide, desperately seeking something, anything, in the utter blackness, whipped around, his back pressing up against the door.
 
   Then he smelled it again: the unmistakable odor of rot.
 
   “Welcome to the Seventh Ward, Danny. I’ve been waiting for you.”


 
   
  
 


PART I - Another Letter, Another Job
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Robert Watts leaned back from his computer and rubbed his eyes. Despite spending more than a decade looking at numbers on a computer screen, he just didn’t have the stamina for it anymore.
 
   Something had happened to him after he’d left Audex; he had slowly lost his patience with cellphones and other electronic devices. In fact, the Harlop Estate didn’t even have a TV, much to Cal’s chagrin. 
 
   Shelly, on the other hand, didn’t seem to care either way. 
 
   The only thing that Robert couldn’t do without was Wi-Fi, which was why fitting the place with a solid Internet connection was one of the first things he had done since moving in.
 
   Robert blinked long and slow, forcing his eyes to water a bit, trying to alleviate the visual fatigue. When his focus returned, he found himself staring at the simple photograph of Amy in the frame on his desk. Although he couldn’t remember getting it taken—maybe Wendy had had done it—it must have been an extra passport photograph. Amy wasn’t smiling in it, as any form of expression in these photos was not permitted, but nothing could take the smile and joy that filled her eyes.
 
   A pang of sadness hit him somewhere deep in the pit of his stomach, but before it could worm itself into full blown depression, he gritted his teeth and shook the feeling away. Eager to distract himself now, Robert leaned forward in his chair and went back to what he found himself doing most days now: browsing the Internet for information on the Marrow.
 
   Despite being flooded with more useless information than he thought possible, information on the Marrow was exceedingly sparse. He had amassed more information than Cal and Shelly had come up with, but not much else. One thing that had remained consistent, however, was Shelly’s initial claim that no one had actually been there and returned to speak about it, which would explain the paucity of information.
 
   Except for him, of course, which was something that Robert continued to keep to himself, and would do so until he was completely satisfied that revealing this wouldn’t put Cal or Shelly in any danger. 
 
   About a week ago, Robert had come across something interesting, something surprisingly credible. A couple of hidden back links on a site about the afterlife had led him to an obscure fishing bulletin board. One of the first things that Robert had figured out while searching the Internet was that it wasn’t so much what you looked for but where. He had found information about the Marrow hiding out in an online walkthrough guide for Doom the videogame and even in the comments on a random wedding photo album. So while others might have logged out of the fishing bulletin board, he didn’t.
 
   And he was glad that he had stayed, because it was here that he had first discovered a mysterious cyber identity that went by the handle ‘LBlack’. As he read through the man’s posts, it became clear that he knew what he was talking about. 
 
   The devil was in the details, so they said, and nothing could have been more true in this instance. The way LBlack described the foamy Marrow sea, the way it broke over the soft, pillowy sand, the sound of the rolling waves…it was exactly the way Robert remembered it. While others reported something similar, the detail that LBlack went into was such that Robert was convinced that the man had been there. 
 
   And it was also that he had mentioned the thunder in the sky, the impending storm. Robert could still remember how that felt, how, peering upward, the serenity that had so engulfed his very quiddity had suddenly fallen away. How the lightning that split the clouds seemed to leave a fissure behind, and in that fissure, he could hear the most horrible…
 
   A scream from somewhere below caused him to bolt upright in his chair.
 
   “Cal? Shelly?” he hollered. 
 
   All he could hear was Shelly’s rock music playing, and for a moment he thought that maybe he had just imagined the cry, that it was part of his reverie of the Marrow.
 
   “Cal?” he asked, raising his voice a few octaves. When the only response was the sound of crashing cymbals and bass riffs, Robert rose from his chair and made his way to the office entrance. He peered out, hoping to see Cal and Shelly laughing over a few drinks. 
 
   But no one was standing outside the room, nor was there anybody in the hallway. 
 
   Robert couldn’t remember whose idea it had been to all move into the Harlop Estate, but at the time it had made sense. After all, Robert had no place to live, Cal was a roaming nomad, and Shelly, who was ironically from Montreal, of all places, was in the process of moving and her house already up on the market. They had used the proceeds from the sale of her place to pay off what remained of Robert’s bills—Wendy’s bills—and then they had all moved in. 
 
   A temporary solution, they had agreed, but over the past few months they had become one strange, blended family.
 
   Robert had set up his office on the second floor, hoping to do some freelance accounting work on the side until he got something more permanent in Hainsey County. After all, even with no mortgage or debt, they still needed money to live. For starters, they had to keep the lights on and the Internet working, lest they forget food and entertainment. And whoever had been paying the electric company before they had arrived—he had a sneaking suspicion that it was a man with short blond hair and a black suit—had stopped ever since the deed was transferred over.
 
   Problem was, there wasn’t much accounting work out there, and over the past few months, Robert found himself spending more time researching the Marrow more than posting on freelance accounting sites. As for Cal and Shelly…well, they spent most of their time talking about conspiracy theories and drinking. Which was fine by him…for now. But soon they would need a steady form of income. If they were going to make this work at the Harlop Estate, they had to become cashflow positive—and soon.
 
   Another scream bounced off the high ceilings and Robert flicked back into the moment, his heart racing. He leaned over the railing and peered down, trying to locate his housemates. He was suddenly reminded of the scream that little Patricia had made when she had been shoved from the roof.
 
   “Cal! What the—?”
 
   But then he saw Shelly step out from the sitting room to the base of the massive staircase. 
 
   “Shelly, what’s wrong?”
 
   But Shelly didn’t turn to look up at him. Instead, she just continued to back up slowly, her finger outstretched, her other hand cupping her mouth. Her face was deathly pale, her eyes wide.
 
   “Shelly!” he shouted. He turned, intent on running down the stairs and going to her, when she pulled her hand away from her mouth and held it up to him, staying his forward advance.
 
   Robert swallowed hard.
 
   “What—what is it?” he asked, his voice barely a whisper now. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he realized that the music had stopped.
 
   Shelly took another few steps backward, still pointing at something that Robert couldn’t see.
 
   “It’s—it’s—” she stammered. 
 
   Robert heard a new sound: the rusty, creaking sound of worn metal. 
 
   “—it’s Ruth, she’s back!” Shelly finished in a gasp.
 
   Robert felt his legs go numb. Even if he’d wanted to, if Shelly had lowered her hand and waved him down to her, he wouldn’t have been able to. 
 
   He was frozen with fear.
 
   And when the rusted wheel of Ruth Harlop’s wheelchair came into view with her gnarled, leathery hand gripping the worn rubber, a scream rose in his throat. 


 
   
  
 


Chapter 2
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN YEARS AGO
 
    
 
   “Doctor, your newest patient has arrived,” the portly nurse informed him in a soft voice. 
 
   Dr. George Mansfield pulled the glasses off his nose and let them fall to his neck where they rested from the cord. He gave the nurse a quick onceover, his dark eyes darting first to her nametag, which read Justine Sinclair, before observing the rest of her. She was a doughy woman, pasty and thick throughout, especially her lower half. The doctor didn’t recognize her, which meant she was one of the new nurses that had been sent to him on rotation following his written complaints of chronic understaffing. 
 
   Just another virgin cutting her teeth in the Pinedale Psych Ward, or as it was more commonly referred to, the Seventh Ward. He hoped that, unlike the others, she would last longer than a week. 
 
   “Doctor?” Justine asked slowly, averting her eyes as embarrassment from his overt observation took hold. 
 
   She was a wholly unattractive woman—upturned nose, thin lips, hair that was cut to shoulder length and dry to the point of being frizzy.
 
   “Nurse, if me staring at you is going to make you embarrassed, you should probably look for another job.”
 
   “Oh, I’m…I’m sorry, Doctor, I just—”
 
   “Seriously.”
 
   Justine’s eyes darted up again. Although her cheeks were still red, her eyes became clear, focused. 
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Dr. Mansfield took the file from her outstretched hand and flipped it open.
 
   “This isn’t medieval times, Justine. Don’t call me ‘sir.’ Call me ‘Doctor.’”
 
   This time, the nurse didn’t respond, and Dr. Mansfield put his glasses back on and quickly scanned the file.
 
   Twenty-four-year-old medical student experienced a mental breakdown. Potential past psych issues, suspected bipolar. Spent two weeks in the hospital following most recent episode, diagnosed with fatigue and general malaise. During recovery, started to express two separate personalities: one, the doting medical student, quiet, shy, obedient to a fault. Personality two: angry, irate, irrational. Vengeful. Arrogant.
 
   Dr. Mansfield reread the first page of the report, his interest piqued. 
 
   A medical student with a split personality? That’s a new one.
 
   He flipped over to the next page, aware, but not caring, that Justine was still staring at him. 
 
   A photograph was affixed to the top of this page, a headshot of a young man with shaggy brown hair and small eyes beset in dark circles. His nose was slightly crooked, his ears just a little too large. But on the whole, he was average-looking. 
 
   Dr. Mansfield supposed with another few hours of sleep a night, and maybe a career change, he might be boosted to above average.
 
   Beneath the photograph was a list of specific incidents—a step-by-step account of the events that had led the internist to send the patient to the Seventh Ward. Dr. Mansfield glossed over these details; in his many years of working with psych patients, he often found that not only were these reports not helpful, but they often proved detrimental to his analysis. They either biased him, or they were just simply inaccurate to the point of being distracting. The most blatant case in recent memory was of a forty-year-old broker who’d just woken up one night screaming, one of those obnoxious, high-pitched screams, every few minutes for no discernible reason. The emergency department had referred the man to the Seventh Ward after a routine exam revealed nothing physically wrong with him. Their official diagnosis had been ‘classic mental breakdown, likely owing to stress.’ 
 
   You know, high pressure job and all that.
 
   But Dr. Mansfield thought differently. And, sure enough, a more thorough examination revealed an inch-long millipede burrowed deep in the man’s ear canal. Filling the ear with a little alcohol, and applying a little gentle coaxing with a pair of tweezers, and the offending insect had fallen right out. 
 
   The screaming had stopped immediately, and the man had returned to normal—his incredible gratitude notwithstanding.
 
   Dr. Mansfield snapped the folder closed and handed it back to Justine.
 
   “You don’t want to read any more?” she asked.
 
   He sighed, removed his glasses again, and stared at her. As the seconds ticked by, the nurse became increasingly uncomfortable, shifting her considerable weight from one foot to another.
 
   Eventually, Dr. Mansfield broke the silence.
 
   “Justine—you need to remain firm, confident. Did the other nurses give you a tour already?”
 
   The woman nodded, the thick skin beneath her chin waddling.
 
   “And did they tell you how dangerous some of our patients can be?”
 
   Again she nodded, but with less certainty this time.
 
   Dr. Mansfield sighed again. 
 
   “I’m going to be honest with you, Justine, because skirting the truth is not only dishonest, but in this place—” He waved his arms, indicating the pale gray walls of the Seventh Ward. “—in this place, you let your guard down for one second, just one, and not only can you be severely injured or even killed, but your brain can become infected.”
 
   Justine stared at him, her eyes widening. He couldn’t tell if it was fear or incredulity in those dark pits, but for her sake, Dr. Mansfield hoped the former.
 
   “Look, I’ve spent seventeen years dealing with psych patients of all different types, ranging from the demure and docile to the hyper-violent. Most outsiders think that these patients are stupid, that their mental proclivities make them idiotic. But that couldn’t be further from the truth. These people…what’s the best way of putting this? These psychiatric patients are in a way unburdened by the constraints of society. Because of this, they lock on to an idea, any idea, and it becomes them. They are obsessed in the truest sense of the word—completely intractable.” He paused, still staring into Justine’s eyes. “Do you understand?”
 
   Justine started to nod again, but Dr. Mansfield stopped her by holding up his hand.
 
   “Nodding won’t cut it this time,” he informed her. “You need to say it.”
 
   Justine swallowed hard.
 
   “Yes, I understand, Doctor.”
 
   “Good. Because these ideas that the patients of the Seventh Ward cherish are very powerful. If you let your guard down even for a moment, you too can become infected. I’ve seen it happen before, Justine. You need to take this seriously.”
 
   Dr. Mansfield saw the woman’s thin lips move, making the word ‘infected.’
 
   There is no way that she makes it through the week.
 
   Still, they were short-staffed, and he had no choice but to use her as much as he could while she was still around.
 
   “Do you understand?” he repeated.
 
   “Yes,” Justine replied, more strongly this time. “I understand, Dr. Mansfield.”
 
   “Good, now please, take me to my newest patient.”
 
   Justine nodded, and then turned awkwardly, leading the way down the hall to the room with the large ADMITTING sign above. She pushed through the swinging doors wide, flashing the ID card that hung around her neck to the tall black security guard who stood off to one side, his arms crossed over his chest. The man nodded and waved them through.
 
   “Here he is,” Justine informed him, gesturing with a chubby hand to the man strapped to the gurney.
 
   Dr. Mansfield slowly moved up next to the man, making a mental note that the four straps, one on each limb, were tightly affixed. 
 
   Good. At least the nurse got that part right.
 
   A med student with a split personality didn’t immediately ring alarm bells in his head, but he had learned that these patients could be wildly unpredictable.
 
   Better safe than sorry.
 
   Dr. Mansfield stared at the man’s face, which was so eerily similar to the photograph in the folder that it looked as if it could have been taken just moments ago.
 
   “Hi there,” he said softly. 
 
   The man opened his eyes and a thin smile crossed his pale face.
 
   “Hello—” Dr. Mansfield reached over and grabbed the folder from Nurse Justine and read the cover quickly. “—hello Andrew Shaw. Welcome to the Seventh Ward.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   “You are a fucking asshole, you know that?”
 
   Cal tried to stop laughing, but he couldn’t. He pressed his lips together, which stifled the sound for a few seconds, but then he exploded in a spray of spit and tears. His hands went to his belly and he keeled over.
 
   Robert, on the other hand, was far from amused.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” He walked over to the wheelchair and picked up the rubber hand and threw it at Cal. It hit him in the shoulder, but instead of angering him, this only served to make him laugh even harder.
 
   Shelly, who was standing by the entrance to the sitting room, suddenly started giggling too, and Robert whipped around to face her. The reason why she had been able to pull this ruse off was in part because she had covered her face in some sort of white paint, or powder, or something.
 
   “And you? You think this is funny too?”
 
   Shelly averted her eyes and managed to control herself—she was still smiling, but at least she wasn’t laughing anymore.
 
   “It’s Halloween, Rob, and it was just a joke. Lighten up a bit.”
 
   The fact that it was Halloween came as a surprise to Robert. Out here in Hainsey County, at the Harlop Estate, time moved more slowly. It wasn’t like it had been in the basement, but instead of seconds and minutes, the days all seemed to meld together, trickling like molasses through a bendy straw.
 
   October 31st? We’ve been living here for nearly three months?
 
   It hadn’t felt half that long.
 
   Robert scowled and shook his head. 
 
   It didn’t matter if it was Halloween, or Christmas, or Yom Kippur.
 
   “You want me to lighten up?” He gestured to Shelly and then Cal, who was still laughing. “Maybe you two should get a little more serious.”
 
   “Rob—” Shelly began, but Robert cut her off.
 
   “No, don’t start that ‘Rob’ stuff. You want to know the truth? Well, I’ll tell you the truth. I’ve been running some numbers—yeah, I can still do accounting—and we can maybe last ‘till the end of the year with no more income. That’s it. Two full months. Then what? Have you thought of that? Maybe, instead of practical jokes, you two could think of something to do to make some money, huh?”
 
   Shelly pressed her red lips together in defiance. He knew that he only had a moment before she came back with a biting retort, which would lead to a fight that wouldn’t end well. Probably worse for him. But he was still fuming.
 
   Really? A dead woman? Pretending that the fucking dead woman that I thought I had killed was still hanging around? The one that we hadn’t sent her ghost to the Marrow? That’s funny? What about Amy? Going to pretend she’s still hanging around too?
 
   Robert felt his lower lids start to tingle and knew that tears would soon follow. He ground his teeth, trying to force them away.
 
   “Hey, Robbo, I’m sorry, okay?” Cal said, finally stopping laughing. “We didn’t mean anything by it.”
 
   Robert sniffed and wiped at his nose. When he spoke again, some of the anger had fled him.
 
   “Yeah, well, it wasn’t fucking funny.”
 
   Cal held up his hands defensively. 
 
   “Fine. Sorry. Thought it would lighten the mood a bit. You’ve been…serious—so serious lately.” Cal jabbed at his chest with a chubby index finger. “Not good for the old ticker.”
 
   Robert ignored the comment and turned to Shelly, expecting her to apologize as well. When none was forthcoming, he knew he should have known better. Shelly was standing with her hands on her hips now, her lips still pushed together as if to say, ‘how dare you speak to me this way.’
 
   He shook his head and closed his eyes. If there was one saving grace to her intractable stubbornness, it was that he was no longer on the verge of bursting into tears. 
 
   Cal quickly moved between them.
 
   “You want a drink, Robbo?”
 
   Robert gave his friend a onceover.
 
   His wide-set eyes were soft, caring. Clearly, the gag wasn’t meant as something cruel, just a practical joke gone wrong.
 
   Maybe if you weren’t so wrapped up in this stuff about the Marrow…
 
   Robert shook the thought away.
 
   No, joking about the dead is never right—Halloween or not.
 
   Cal went to put his arm around him, but Robert shrugged him off.
 
   “No, I don’t want one right now… I think—I think I’m going to go for a walk.”
 
   Cal turned his attention to the window.
 
   “It’s pitch black out,” he stated matter-of-factly. 
 
   Robert followed his gaze. Living at the Harlop Estate wasn’t like living in the city; when it got dark in Hainsey, it got very dark. And ever since what had happened with the Harlops, he had become leery of the dark, thinking that he could hear things in it, a rat scurrying, nails on wood. But tonight, however, he felt the need to get outside, to get a little exercise. He had to clear his head, and not just because of the distasteful gag.
 
   “Doesn’t matter.”
 
   Robert made his way toward the massive wooden doors and grabbed his jacket off the clothes rack by the entrance. He pulled the scarf out of the sleeve and wrapped it around his neck before putting on his coat.
 
   “I’m going out anyway. Be back in an hour or so.”
 
   He unlatched the door and then pulled it wide. 
 
   “Hey, Robbo?” 
 
   Robert turned, and was surprised to see Cal smiling again.
 
   “It was a pretty good one, though, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Fuck off,” Robert replied, before slamming the wooden door to the Harlop Estate behind him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was Halloween, but Robert didn’t expect to see any trick-or-treaters on this night. Not with the house being as isolated as it was. He turned back to stare at the Harlop Estate, and suddenly felt sad…sad and lonely. Part of him wished that there were trick-or-treaters, some young laughs and cries to liven the place up. 
 
   To remind him of Amy, however painful that might be.
 
   And, besides, the Harlop Estate would make one hell of a haunted house.
 
   It wasn’t quite as frightening as it had been when he and Amy had first arrived, but it was impressive, especially at night. The three of them had scrubbed the Xs off the eyes of the cherub out front, and they had filled the basin with fresh water. He had also continued to do some landscaping, trimming hedges, pulling weeds from the cracked stones, but this he had done alone. To their credit, both Cal and Shelly had offered to help, but he had refused. It was his alone time, a distraction from thinking about their finances or the Marrow, to just remember how he and Amy used to do it, even if back then she hadn’t really been there. But the rest of the estate? Doing anything about the cracked exterior far exceeded their paygrades and experience levels, and it was too big to paint. 
 
   So, yeah, it would have freaked the crap out of any kids that made it up to the door. And the wheelchair and fake hand? That would have been the icing on the cake.
 
   Robert suddenly felt bad for the way he had exploded at Cal and Shelly, but lately he could feel his stress levels rising. Even though the Harlop family was gone, he still didn’t feel perfectly normal in the house.
 
   What had Cal said? Are you feeling weird? Getting angry more quickly than usual?
 
   Something like that…the truth was, he did find himself flying off the handle more than usual. And with only the two of them around, they often fell victim to his frustrations.
 
   It was just that there were so many questions bouncing around in his brain, questions that he just couldn’t rouse up nearly enough satisfactory answers for.
 
   Robert tucked his hands deep into the pockets of his jacket as a gust of wind struck him. It was unseasonably cold out, he realized, and he hoped that the snow would hold off for as long as possible. What he had said about their finances had been true, but if the snow came early, or it was a particularly cold fall, heating the massive estate would only serve to blow through their paltry resources. 
 
   Before even realizing it, he had made his way down to the front gate. The gate had proven to be another point of frustration for him, as no matter how much olive oil or grease or WD-40 they applied to the hinges, the damn thing wouldn’t open more than five feet. Robert reached over and pressed the button on the inside of the gate, preparing himself for the awful grinding sound that was coming.
 
   The screech cut through the night air, a strange surrogate for children’s joyful, frightened Halloween cries, and Robert pulled his hands out of his pockets and covered his ears. After a full minute of the horrible noise, the gate finally came to a stop and he slipped through the opening. He debated closing it, but that would mean hearing the horrible noise three more times, something he didn’t want to do.
 
   He left it open.
 
   Head down, Robert started walking down the empty street, lost in thought. It was, as Cal had said, near-pitch black out, his path only illuminated by the pale moonlight.
 
   And the glowing cherry of a lit cigarette twenty yards away.
 
   What the—?
 
   A man stepped out of the shadows and Robert froze.
 
   “You!”


 
   
  
 


Chapter 4
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN YEARS AGO
 
    
 
   Nurse Justine made it through the first week just fine, if a bit tentative. In fact, she was well into her second month as a full-time Seventh Ward nurse. In this case, and only this case, Dr. Mansfield didn’t mind being wrong. And the truth was, for all of his reservations from their initial encounter, the woman was actually useful, which was saying something considering how jaded some of the other, more experienced nurses had become. But that wasn’t the only good news that brightened his mood; in fact, it paled in comparison to the news surrounding his newest patient. 
 
   Although his initial interviews had revealed that there was something to Andrew Shaw, something hidden just below the surface, he wasn’t certain that it was a violent second personality. Time and further interviews would tell, and there was certainly enough evidence to commit Andrew, but this was no bug-in-the-ear scenario. And, like Justine, the man was actually smart and helpful. Obedient, docile, and more knowledgeable of psychiatric disorders and symptoms than any third-year medical student he had ever met before. 
 
   Low staffed as the Seventh Ward was, it wasn’t long before Dr. Mansfield invited Andrew to come along with him for his daily rounds. Together they would interview other patients, and at first Andrew did nothing but observe. Which was fine by Dr. Mansfield; in fact, it was something that he would have insisted should Andrew have attempted to interact with the patients in this capacity. He made damn sure to make it clear that Andrew was also admitted, that he was a patient and not a doctor. It was a non-traditional approach, to be sure, and likely flew in the face of a half dozen protocols, but Dr. Mansfield was the psychiatrist-in-chief and he needed all the help he could get. And besides, he thought that this treatment would actually help the man’s condition, however clandestine.
 
   After a particularly difficult case—a young woman with at least sixteen documented personalities—Dr. Mansfield found himself in the staff lounge for a much-needed cup of coffee. He was nearing the end of a fourteen-hour shift, and he was particularly exhausted. Usually after seeing patients with Andrew tagging along, he made sure to send him back to his room—reinforcing the notion that he was indeed a patient. But this time, it slipped his mind, and now he found himself pouring two cups of coffee—one for him, and one for Andrew Shaw.
 
   “So? What do you think, Andrew?”
 
   The man looked so surprised to be called upon that at first he only gaped.
 
   Dr. Mansfield’s query served two purposes: one, to see if he could find any more cracks in the veneer that he had first identified when Andrew had arrived; and, two, he was genuinely interested in what the man had to say.
 
   He really had shown some insight over the past month or so.
 
   “Andrew? What do you think of Giselle Stall? Any opinions on her split personality disorder?”
 
   Again, Andrew didn’t answer. Instead, he chewed the inside of his lip for so long that Dr. Mansfield had started to think that maybe it would be better to send him back to his room after all. But then he spoke, and Dr. Mansfield listened.
 
   “I think…I think most of her personalities are fake. I counted eighteen different personalities, but—”
 
   Dr. Mansfield raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Eighteen?”
 
   Andrew nodded.
 
   “Yes, eighteen. The old croon, the innocent four-year-old, the inquisitive seven-year-old, the bratty—”
 
   Dr. Mansfield stopped him by raising a hand.
 
   “Okay, fine, I know the personalities. Please, just go on with your diagnosis.”
 
   Andrew sighed.
 
   “Like I was saying, I think that most of them are fabricated. In fact, I believe that all but two are just figments that she made up. But here’s the thing, I think that both of these true personalities—which, incidentally, are the inquisitive four-year-old and the doting mother—made up the others. I need more time to tell which ones came up with which, but it’s clear that both of her personalities are conjuring the others as a sort of coping mechanism.”
 
   Dr. Mansfield’s brow furrowed. It was common for traumatic events to cause a person’s brain to fragment, the result of which was often different personalities. It was something he had coined ‘extreme cognizant dissidence’—a way of dealing with something that was difficult or impossible to comprehend. 
 
   He opened his mouth to say something, but then closed it again and observed Andrew carefully. The man, usually quiet, eyes downcast, was now staring him with an air of confidence that he hadn’t seen before. And Dr. Mansfield found it slightly unnerving. And the diagnosis, while he had not come to the same conclusion, was interesting, to say the least. And advanced, if a little misguided.
 
   “Alright, Andrew, let’s say I buy your diagnosis. And, for the record, I too believe that the two main personalities are the mother and the seven-year-old. But now for the most important question.” He paused for effect, and Andrew predictably leaned forward in his chair in anticipation. “Which is the real Giselle Stall?”
 
   Andrew’s eyes immediately narrowed. 
 
   It was a trick question, of course. There was no one ‘real’ Ms. Stall; Ms. Stall was all of her personalities, whether they were fabricated as Andrew believed, or existed in individual compartments of her mind. 
 
   Twice the man across from Dr. Mansfield opened his mouth as if to say something, but he shut it again. He sipped his coffee slowly as he waited patiently.
 
   Eventually, Andrew answered.
 
   “Both…and none, I guess. Giselle is both of them.”
 
   Dr. Mansfield nodded and finished the rest of his coffee. He placed the Styrofoam cup down on the table and was about to stand when Andrew spoke again.
 
   “Did you see the scar on her chest? Right”—Andrew drew a finger from just below the hollow of his throat and drew a line partway down his breastbone—“here?” 
 
   Dr. Mansfield nodded.
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “It’s from a lung transplant. When she was younger, very young, she developed severe pneumonia and her lung collapsed.”
 
   Dr. Mansfield’s brow furrowed.
 
   “And she received a transplant from—get this—a seven-year-old girl.”
 
   Andrew raised an eyebrow when he said this, as if it was an important revelation. Unfortunately, Dr. Mansfield wasn’t making the connection.
 
   “And?”
 
   “And that’s where her second personality comes from, Dr. Mansfield. It’s from the transplant, and it’s…it’s…it’s someone else. There’s someone inside her…”
 
   Dr. Mansfield immediately stood.
 
   “That’s enough for today, Andrew. You should go back to your room now.”
 
   Andrew rose and bowed his head again, the proud glint rubbed away from his eyes. 
 
   “Did I do something wrong?” he asked meekly.
 
   “No, of course not. But you can’t ‘adopt’ a personality from a lung transplant, Andrew. I think you know that.”
 
   Dr. Mansfield held the door open for Andrew to exit. But before he left, the man turned back. 
 
   “You can’t?”
 
   Dr. Mansfield frowned.
 
   “No, of course not. Sometimes traumatic events, such as a serious illness, can…” Dr. Mansfield stopped himself before he started to ramble. “How did you know about Giselle’s lung transplant?” he asked suddenly.
 
   Andrew made a face as if Dr. Mansfield should know this already. Despite taking him along with him, George made a point never to show him the patient files, for confidentiality reasons, among others.
 
   “Justine gave them to me, of course. Didn’t she tell you?”
 
   Dr. Mansfield’s frown deepened and he made a mental note to speak to Justine when her shift started in an hour or so. It wasn’t just that the nurse had shown him the files, which was definitely against the rules, but it was also the words that Andrew had used that perturbed him.
 
   Of course—why of course?
 
   “No, Andrew, she most definitely did not. Now please just head back to your room.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Sean Sommers took a final drag from his cigarette before flicking it to the ground. Then he exhaled a thick cloud of smoke and stepped forward.
 
   “Nice to see you, too,” he said with a frown.
 
   Robert’s eyes narrowed.
 
   “Can’t say I feel the same.”
 
   Sean glanced over Robert’s shoulder, his gaze leading to the Harlop Estate. 
 
   “No? You have me to thank for that house you have there.”
 
   Robert scoffed.
 
   “You mean I have Ruth Harlop to thank for that.”
 
   Sean snickered.
 
   “You think she signed that deed over to you? C’mon, Robert. I thought you were smarter than that. In fact, if that is what you truly believe, I should probably take this with me and just go.”
 
   Sean had one hand inside his navy peacoat and flashed the corner of an envelope before tucking it back in. 
 
   Robert suddenly had a change of heart. After all, he had a feeling that Sean knew more about the Marrow than all of the Internet sites he had frequented over the past couple of months combined. 
 
   Probably even more than LBlack, whoever the hell he was.
 
   He reached out to grab Sean’s arm, but the man pulled back.
 
   “Wait—don’t go. I have some questions…” His eyes were downcast now. “…some things I was hoping that you might be able to clear up for me.”
 
   Sean started to withdraw the envelope again.
 
   “This is not Jeopardy, Robert. I’m not here to fulfill your desire to know. You need to come to grips with the fact that there are some things in this world and the other side that you will never be privy to.” Sean pulled the envelope out of his pocket and held it out to Robert, much like he had all those months ago at his foreclosed home. 
 
   Just after Wendy died.
 
   Robert felt an unexpected pang of sadness at the thought of his late wife. He had so entrenched himself in his research that he had had very little time to think about Wendy. Or Amy.
 
   And perhaps that was the point.
 
   But now, the reemergence of Sean Sommers brought back memories that he would have rather forgotten.
 
   Like memories of Landon. 
 
   Fucking Landon.
 
   “You want the job or not, Robert? Because—”
 
   “What job?”
 
   “Take the envelope.”
 
   Robert hesitated, but his curiosity grabbed hold and he accepted the envelope from Sean. He was apprehensive, of course, but a sudden surge of adventure coursed through him. And there was also the notion that Sean had answers…answers about the Marrow, among other things.
 
   The fissure in the sky, the shrieks and the pain coming down like hail…
 
   Robert used the flashlight from his cellphone to illuminate the printed document within. 
 
    
 
   Robert,
 
   Pinedale Hospital has been closed for nearly a decade—abandoned. Until now.
 
   A few nights ago, there was an awakening of sorts, and the Seventh Ward is now thriving, when it should remain silent. When it needs to remain silent.
 
   We need you to go there and take care of this mess. In return for your services, you will receive $100,000. 
 
    
 
   Sean
 
    
 
   Robert read the letter a second time, then a third. It was transactional, for sure, but he also noted some strange choices of words.
 
   Like we need you, when the only name at the bottom was Sean’s.
 
   “What?” he asked, a smirk creeping onto his face. “No Uncle Tom or Aunt May to go and visit?”
 
   Sean didn’t smile. Instead, he pulled a cigarette from his pocket and lit it.
 
   “This is not a game, Robert,” Sean said after a drag. “No matter how much you or Cal or Shelly want to make it one. There is…” Sean let his sentence trail off, and Robert got the impression that the man had already said more than he’d wanted to.
 
   “Go on,” Robert encouraged him. 
 
   But Sean remained silent.
 
   Robert put the letter back into the envelope and then tapped it against his palm for a moment.
 
   Then he held it out to Sean.
 
   “Thank you, but I’m not interested.”
 
   This time, a flash of emotion crossed Sean’s face. He tried to hide it by taking another drag of his cigarette, but it stayed for just long enough for Robert to pick it up. 
 
   And in that moment, Robert knew he had the upper hand.
 
   “This is not negotiable, Robert,” Sean said flatly.
 
   Robert shrugged.
 
   “Look, you weren’t there. You don’t know how horrible it was to see little Patricia chewing on a goddamn rat, and that psychopath James Harlop with the fucking flapping neck hole.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Not interested in seeing that ever again, Sean. No thanks. I’ll find another way to make some cash, to stay afloat.”
 
   Sean eyed him suspiciously, and Robert thought for a second that the man might have figured out that he was being played. After all, there really was no real way for them to make any money, at least none that he hadn’t already considered and summarily dismissed. Still, Robert held his ground, staring into the man’s cold eyes, trying his best not to waver. 
 
   The old Robert Watts would have backed down, would have walked away. But he wasn’t the old Robert anymore. 
 
   Sean sighed.
 
   “What do you want, Robert? One fifty? I can probably get the price up to one fifty.”
 
   Robert shook his head emphatically.
 
   “I don’t want more money—I want answers.”
 
   His final word hung in the air like a foul smell. Sean seemed to internalize this while he smoked the rest of the cigarette in silence.
 
   “One question,” the man said at last, flicking the wasted butt to the ground. “You send these ghosts back to where they belong and I’ll answer one question.”
 
   Robert was like a child on Christmas morning. He could barely contain himself.
 
   “Great. One hundred grand and a question. It’s a deal.” 
 
   Robert held out his hand, but Sean just looked at it.
 
   “How do I let you know when we are done?”
 
   Sean’s brow furrowed.
 
   “I’ll know—you just worry about the Seventh Ward.”
 
   The look sent a shiver up Robert’s spine.
 
   The Seventh Ward.
 
   Unlike last time, he would make sure to get Shelly to look it up on the Internet to get a feel for what they were up against before rushing in like he had at the Harlop Estate. 
 
   “Will do,” Robert said. After another awkward silence, he took this as his cue to leave, and turned with the intention of doing just that when Sean’s voice brought him back.
 
   “And Robert?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Don’t even think about going back. You are to deal with the quiddity in the Seventh Ward, and that’s it. Do you understand?”
 
   Back… there was no need to clarify to where Sean was referring.
 
   A sudden, pleasant warmth overcame Robert, and he felt his cheeks flush.
 
   “Got it—I won’t be going back,” he lied.
 
   Then he turned and made his way back to the Harlop Estate in a very different mood from the one he had left it in just a few minutes ago. 


 
   
  
 


Chapter 6 
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN YEARS AGO
 
    
 
   The odd conversation in the lounge over coffee with Andrew Shaw signaled a change in the Seventh Ward and in Dr. Mansfield. The man’s words had disturbed him, and while nothing Andrew had said or done was in and of itself dangerous, he decided to put the brakes on his special treatment. Andrew took the news surprisingly well, and it didn’t even seem to bother him when word got around that Justine had been suspended for a week for sharing patient information. Seeing no further regression, Dr. Mansfield eventually started to trust Andrew again.
 
   Andrew’s strange behavior and odd comments constituted a momentary relapse triggered by direct questioning of a diagnosis that was similar to his own, he wrote in his case files. Comments/actions not indicative of future behavior.
 
   Shortly after Justine returned from suspension, the Seventh Ward received six patients in a single week, including the incredibly difficult Mrs. Dupuis, who came with a delightful personality baggage of being a nymphomaniac. And as an 80-year-old malnourished, crass woman, she made everyone, including Dr. Mansfield, uncomfortable when this particular personality took over.
 
   What was he to do? Just let the woman scream for hours on end while he tried to deal with Giselle and the other patients? Interviewing these patients, getting to the root of their problems, took time. Time he didn’t have. Which was why he hadn’t let Justine go after her egregious breach of protocol, and why he eventually brought Andrew back into the fold, despite not being fully comfortable with the idea. To mitigate the risk, this time Andrew was given specific instructions, in the rare case that he would be with the patients and Dr. Mansfield wasn’t present: 
 
   1) He was in no way to attempt to treat the other patients; 
 
   2) The questions he was to ask were to be read directly from a script that Mansfield himself had prepared;
 
   3) In no way was he to deviate from the script, irrespective of patient response;
 
   4) He was to take detailed notes of patient responses in a notebook that he had been given. 
 
   It had been three days since he had hesitantly given Andrew this responsibility, and it was going better than he could have expected—both for him, in terms of lessening his workload, and for Andrew. Almost immediately, Dr. Mansfield saw a change in the man; he was returning to his more youthful, vibrant self—the way he had been before the incident in the lounge. 
 
   It didn’t seem to bother the other patients, either; if anything, Dr. Mansfield had the general impression that they liked being interviewed by one of their own. Like they too could one day be like Andrew, part of a functioning, albeit highly structured ‘society.’ Some of them had even started calling Andrew ‘Dr. Shaw.’ which so long as Andrew wasn’t the one to initiate, Dr. Mansfield didn’t see a problem with.
 
   Three days…for three days, this new scenario worked well. 
 
   But that all changed again when Dr. Mansfield lost his temper. 
 
   Normally even-tempered even during the most stressful of times, for some reason the caustic combination of lack of sleep and frustration eventually came to a head for Dr. Mansfield. The last thing he wanted to do was to shout at Andrew, especially given his history. But Mrs. Dupuis had been screaming for hours, and it was driving him insane. She had been given a hefty dose of Ativan the night before, and Dr. Mansfield still had to wait another few hours before he could sedate her again.
 
   And for whatever reason, he just lost it.
 
   “Fuck! Andrew, go take care of that woman!” he hissed, thrusting the manila envelope that he was holding at Justine. The woman dropped it, spilling papers all over the floor. For a second, Andrew just stood there, eying Justine as she bent to pick them up. 
 
   Dr. Mansfield resisted the urge to reach over and shake the man. 
 
   “Andrew, did you hear me? Go to the fucking room and take care of her! Make her shut up!” 
 
   Andrew’s face become a deep crimson, and Dr. Mansfield instantly regretted raising his voice. 
 
   None of his patients responded well to threats or shouts. If anything, it only made their condition worse.
 
   Dr. Mansfield shook his head and opened his mouth to apologize, but before he could get the words out, Andrew turned on his heels and quickly headed down the hall toward Mrs. Dupuis room. 
 
   The man’s gait had changed. It was slower, more deliberate. 
 
   Maybe this isn’t such a good idea. Maybe— 
 
   Justine distracted his thoughts by handing him the folder again. Dr. Mansfield stared at it for a moment, then peered up at Justine’s doughy face.
 
   “Sorry,” he grumbled, turning back to Andrew. 
 
   The man was already gone.
 
   Dr. Mansfield squinted down the hallway, wondering if maybe he had imagined the change in posture, the slowed gait.
 
   I should check out the notes that he’s been taking. And maybe it’s about time I started paying a little more attention to his needs, and not so much my own.
 
   Dr. Mansfield opened his mouth to ask Justine to retrieve the notepad when one of his other nurses suddenly appeared, her face flush.
 
   “Betsy? What’s wrong?”
 
   The woman took a deep breath.
 
   “It’s Giselle. You should come quick—she’s having another fit.”
 
   Dr. Mansfield swore under his breath, then thrust the folder back into Justine’s open hands.
 
   In the end, if he had just taken a moment to look at Andrew’s notebook earlier, things would have been different.
 
   Very different.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Giselle’s fits ran the gamut from simple curses to extremely violent depending on who had control at that moment. 
 
   Betsy had been right to come get Dr. Mansfield; this was a bad one. It appeared as if a new personality had emerged, one that was just plain mean. Speaking in tongues, Giselle had waited until one of the orderlies had come in close to strap her down when she bit him. And it was no love bite, either; an apple-sized hunk of flesh hung from the man’s arm. 
 
   The orderly, Vern, was a man that Dr. Mansfield had worked with for many years, so when he claimed that his hand shot out by accident, on impulse, he was prone to believe him. But Vern was a big man, a man who spent all of his time outside the ward in the gym. So when his hand had lashed out, it had shut Giselle up instantly. 
 
   Dr. Mansfield didn’t think the young girl’s jaw was broken, but it was still going to leave a nasty bruise. The Seventh Ward wasn’t popular for visits—most of the friends and family of those that were admitted came for the first few weeks, months maybe, but with time, the frequency between them became longer and longer, until they inevitably stopped altogether. Especially if it appeared, from the outside, at least, that there was little improvement in their condition. It was just his luck that Giselle so happened to be one of the few patients that received regular visitations. Giselle’s father, a partner in a medium-sized law firm, came for a supervised visit every Friday at exactly 11 AM. Only for twenty minutes, but still…today was Thursday.
 
   Dr. Mansfield commissioned one of the nurses to tend to Vern’s bite while he watched on, trying to figure out how he was going to deal with this scenario. With funding as tight as it was—requiring him to use a patient to perform the interviews—upsetting a patient’s father, a lawyer, no less, was not going to help his bottom line.
 
   He rubbed his fingers in his eyes, trying and failing to force away the fatigue that wrapped his very bones. 
 
   “Go home, Vern,” he said with a sigh.
 
   “Wha—why? It was an accident. Shit, I wouldn’t punch a girl, you know that, Doc.”
 
   Dr. Mansfield, eyes still closed, nodded.
 
   “I know, but you should still go home. Take an extended, long weekend.”
 
   The man chewed the inside of his lip before answering.
 
   “With pay? Am I getting paid for this?”
 
   Questions about pay reminded him of Andrew and Justine, and how the lack of funding had driven him to expand their responsibilities beyond what he should have.
 
   Responsibilities…a patient seeing patients? Taking notes? What was I thinking?
 
   But that was the thing; he wasn’t thinking.
 
   “Yeah, fine. Come back Monday,” he said, finally opening his eyes. With a nod, Dr. Mansfield turned and left, heading directly for Andrew Shaw’s room. 
 
   His eyes, dreary moments before, widened in surprise when he opened the door to find Justine sitting alone on the cot, her back to him. 
 
   “Justine? What are you doing in here?” he demanded. After her suspension, he had done his best to keep the two separated.
 
   When there was no answer, Dr. Mansfield stepped into the small, eight-by-eight-foot room.
 
   “Justine?” he asked again, raising his voice.
 
   When she still didn’t answer, he reached out and laid a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “I’m talking to—”
 
   Justine turned her head slowly, a strange expression on her pale face. 
 
   “He’s onto something,” she said slowly. 
 
   “What?” Dr. Mansfield’s eyes darted to the notebook that lay open in her lap.
 
   “I think Dr. Shaw knows how to fix these people.”
 
   Dr. Mansfield made a face.
 
   “What the hell are you talking about? Give me—” He reached for the notepad, but she pulled it away from him.
 
   “He can heal people,” she hissed. “He knows!”
 
   “Justine! Snap out of it!” 
 
   Dr. Mansfield aggressively reached around her thick body and wrenched the notebook from her hands. 
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” he spat. “Take the rest of the day off, Justine. Think about—”
 
   His eyes instinctively lowered to the open page of the notebook, and he immediately lost his train of thought.
 
   What in the living hell?
 
   Written on the top line was GISELLE STALL, in solid black letters. But the rest of the page, indeed, every single line contained the same sentence written over and over again in perfect cursive. 
 
   …there’s someone inside me…there’s someone inside me…there’s someone inside me…
 
   Dr. Mansfield whispered a curse, and then flipped to the next page. It was the same as the first, only with a different name at the top: MARGARET DUPUIS.
 
   …there’s someone inside me…
 
   He quickly flipped to the next page, and then the next. The entire notebook was filled with the same insane sentence, repeated hundreds, if not thousands of times.
 
   Dr. Mansfield was about to close the notebook, but he got to the last page and his heart suddenly skipped a beat.
 
   The name at the top was his own: DR. GEORGE MANSFIELD.
 
   The lights in Andrew’s room suddenly switched to red, and a piercing alarm suddenly filled the Seventh Ward.
 
   “Shit,” he swore, tossing the notepad onto the bed beside Justine. 
 
   Adrenaline flooded his system, momentarily displacing the feeling of dread and revulsion at the notebook that he had just read. Ignoring Justine, who was still staring at him, Dr. Mansfield rushed to the doorway, nearly crashing into an orderly that barreled in.
 
   “Dr. Mansfield! Dr. Mansfield!”
 
   The man doubled over, trying to catch his breath before continuing. His eyes were wide, his face pale.
 
   “What? What is it?” he demanded. “What’s going on?” 
 
   When the man continued his heavy breathing, and held up a hand to ask for a moment, Dr. Mansfield pushed by him and entered the hallway.
 
   In all of his decade plus of working in the Seventh Ward, Dr. Mansfield had only heard the alarm go off three times. Once had been a false alarm, while the other two had been suicide attempts.
 
   Only one had been successful.
 
   Dr. Mansfield had promised himself that he would never let it happen again.
 
   “It’s Mrs. Dupuis,” the orderly huffed from behind him. “Please, Doctor, you need to hurry!”
 
   Dr. Mansfield immediately broke into a sprint.
 
   Please…not again.
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