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For Aron,
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INTRODUCTION

by Ronald Kelly

Let me tell you a story (some folks tell me that I have a knack for that sort of thing).

This one involves a friendship by chance, the evolution of an author, and a terrifying trilogy that he conjured in the span of only a few years.

Back in the autumn of 2020, when the dreaded COVID was in full swing, I agreed to do a podcast called Dead Headspace. To my recollection, it was my very first podcast or, if not, very close to it. I was there to promote an extreme horror collection called The Essential Sick Stuff (pretty much my last-ditch effort to remain relevant in an ever-changing horror genre). Being rather introverted and anxiety-ridden when it came to public appearances, I was pretty much scared shitless to be there. The two hosts of that podcast were a couple of young fellows’ names Patrick McDonough and Brennan LaFaro. As it turned out, I didn’t know who they were, and, even though I’d been in the horror writing business for over three decades, they didn’t know who I was, either, and were completely unfamiliar with my work (that was how Ol’ Ron’s career was going at that point in time.)

Anyway, the podcast went well, even though I stammered and stuttered nervously throughout. I found the hosts to be pleasant and professional, but in two separate, yet complimentary ways. Patrick was enthusiastic, gregarious, and slightly off-the-wall. Brennan was more reserved, possessed a dry wit, and was extremely astute with the questions he asked. After we were finished, I thanked them for their courtesy and kindness, and, gasping a sigh of relief, thought to myself “Well, I’m never doing that again!”

But I was wrong. In fact, I ended up doing it over and over again. To date, I’ve probably appeared on Dead Headspace seven or eight times, either as a guest, a discussion panel member, or a cohost. It’s also safe to say that my magnum opus, Fear, and my body of work as a whole have been mentioned (and praised) on other episodes of the show more times than I can rightly count. It’s funny the way things happen sometimes. You start out meeting two complete strangers and, over time, they become extremely close friends and staunch supporters of your writing career. Also, there was an odd bridging of generations involved, because I was pretty much twice their age (early 60s to their early 30s). It was like an elder brother relating to two younger siblings. To tell the truth, it was more like a weird, old uncle and two nephews, but that sounds incredibly creepy, so we’ll stick with the brother comparison.

I learned from the very beginning that both had writing aspirations aimed at the horror genre. In fact, both had published stories in several well-known indie anthologies. As I sampled their work, I discovered that they were pretty damn good. I’m still amazed at how far they’ve progressed with their prose in the short period of time that I’ve known them.

But, as it turns out, this introduction you’re reading only concerns one of the two, as well the collection you now hold in your hands.

In 2021, Brennan LaFaro sold his first solo book to Silver Shamrock Publishing. It was a modern-day New England ghost story with traditional chills and thrills titled Slattery Falls. Before publication, Brennan asked if I would read it for blurb consideration. Now, if there’s one thing about Ol’ Ron you ought to know, it’s that I absolutely love a good haint tale. I practically grew up listening to them at my grandmother’s knee. So, I didn’t hesitate to take Brennan up on his offer… and I’m glad that I didn’t. I was completely enthralled with Josh, Travis, and Elsie, and their unconventional methods of ghost-hunting. Also, Josh Costa was a character I was particularly drawn to, for personal reasons. Being the dads of children on the autistic spectrum, Brennan and I had discussed their various challenges and eccentricities many times in the past. Josh exhibited hauntingly similar traits, strongly enough that I found myself thinking, again and again, “This is how my son will be at that age.”

After finishing the book, I realized that Slattery Falls was significantly superior to the usual debut offering. Brennan proved himself not only to be an extremely talented author, but a genuine storyteller, capable of conjuring goosebumps and belly laughs with equal finesse and ease. Also, the inclusion of the evil Robert Weeks and his hellish house made me hunger for a sequel. I didn’t actually expect that to happen, but it did – nearly a year later – with the publication of Decimated Dreams. By that time, Silver Shamrock was no longer in operation and David Niall Wilson’s Crossroad Press had become Brennan’s publisher for the continuation of the Slattery Falls series.

Decimated Dreams certainly didn’t disappoint. In fact, it was every bit as suspenseful and emotionally-charged as its predecessor, maybe even more so. Where Slattery Falls was Travis’s story, this one belonged to Elsie. And there were new characters to love and invest in; daughter, April, and the affable Officer Robin Metcalf (Hmm… I wonder where he came up with that name?) And the evil of Weeks had returned too, brimming with sinister intent and otherworldly vengeance.

The final book in the Slattery Falls Trilogy, The World You Loved, continued the saga with so many twists and turns, so many unforeseen occurrences and plot developments, that it made the storyline seem totally fresh and distinct from the first two books. As a reader, it was nearly impossible to predict what might happen from one page to the next, or even one paragraph after another. For a veteran horror hound such as myself, I found that to be delightful and more enjoyable than you could imagine. I can usually tell where a story is going and, more often than not, how it will end. This one totally blindsided me, in the best way possible.

After I’d finished the final page of The World You Loved, I shook my head in wonder and thought Well, I’ll be damned… he actually pulled it off. And it was brilliant. It was a fitting end to one of the finest horror/suspense trilogies that I’d ever had the pleasure of reading. And, over the past five decades or so, I’ve been privileged to read my fair share.

Now, it’s your turn. Thanks to Paul Goblirsch and Thunderstorm Books, all three volumes of Brennan LaFaro’s Slattery Falls trilogy have been assembled in the tome you hold before you, so aptly named I Will Always Find You.

But, before you begin, a bit of advice. Settle snuggly into your favorite reading nook, turn the lights down low, and prepare for your spine to be satisfyingly tingled. And, if the temperature of the room dips a few degrees and you feel a spectral presence lurking just over your shoulder, tell yourself it’s only my imagination.

The truth of the matter, though, is that it isn’t yours at all. Rather, it’s LaFaro’s skill and penchant for supernatural storytelling that has brought you to this frightful place. And he doesn’t intend to let go until it’s all over and done with.

Ronald Kelly

Brush Creek, Tennessee

June 2023


SLATTERY FALLS


PART ONE

A Glass Can Only Spill What it Contains


CHAPTER ONE

When you’re about to investigate one of the most notoriously haunted houses on the East Coast, there are certain expectations. One revolves around thunder and lightning filling the midnight sky—the dark and stormy night trope. Yet there we were, traveling to the Weeks House in the middle of a cool, quiet August day. No sound. No fury.

I may have been misleading when I used the word ‘investigate’ before. That implies a sense of formality, a bit of professionalism, and truth be told, our crew was pretty far from that. We jumped through a few more hoops than usual, even had to start a ghost-hunting business, like you’d see on TV. All to get permission to enter that humble abode.

The name we registered, you ask? “Here Ghost Nothing”. I still can’t believe that wasn’t taken. We made promises about monetized YouTube videos, and a book in the works that wouldn’t be complete without a trip to Massachusetts’ foremost location for all things paranormal. There’s also a signed piece of paper somewhere saying the Slattery Falls Historical Society wouldn’t be liable for any harm that befalls us to balance out the page count of that book I’m never going to write. Unless you count the document you now hold in your hands.

If you’re thinking, oh my, that is quite an elaborate ruse to gain access to a piece of property, you’re right. First prize. But we’ve always done what’s necessary, whatever the cost.

Shit. I’m getting ahead of myself.

Some people get back to nature on the weekends. Others stay home and toast to forgetting the miserable work week they just suffered through and prepare to endure the next five days. Josh and I broke into haunted houses. It all began with a mutual affinity for avoiding the typical on-campus lifestyle and the eight-dollar twelve-pack. We met at the University of Connecticut in Storrs. He studied in the program for Animal Science, and I majored in Psychology.

One fateful Friday night, my roommate dragged me to an off-campus party. Showing up fashionably late guaranteed that almost everybody was pretty well wasted and not worth holding a conversation with. The lone exception looked like the human embodiment of Eeyore. The depressed donkey, right? Josh was tall and lanky with long, brown, curly hair that puffed out from under a backward Mets hat. His darting eyes and deer-in-the-headlights gaze broadcast to everyone in the vicinity that he wasn’t sure how one should act in polite society.

After a series of abandoned conversations, I made my way over to the interesting-looking loner who had spent the better part of the last hour nursing a can of Coors.

“Travis. Morland,” I introduced myself.

The reaction I received made me think of a camouflaged insect, so used to going unnoticed that it doesn’t know what to do when it finds itself the center of attention. He had been blending in with that wall so well until I had the audacity to ruin the illusion.

“Josh,” he said, watching his shoes carefully. “Josh Costa.”

“Joshua Costa. You kind of look like you don’t want to be here,” I said, grinning.

“Josh,” he said. “Not Joshua. Everyone just calls me Josh.” His eyes continued moving every which way, desperately avoiding a meeting with mine. “I live here, so really it’s all these people I don’t want in my living room.” At this, he came dangerously close to cracking a smile, and a hint of color returned to his cheeks.

“My roommate, Chris.” He inclined his half-full beer can toward an animated extrovert wearing a skin-tight pink polo shirt. Chris waved his arms around with such vigor as he spoke, he appeared about to take flight. “He wanted to have a few people over and two became four became this.” Josh gestured around the room to showcase an occupancy that must have violated some fire code or another. “I thought about going out, but that seemed like giving up. Admitting defeat, if you will.”

“You’re making a stand, then. That’s quite noble.”

“I’m a regular General Custer,” said Josh with a nervous shrug. His gaze wandered the room again.

We’d said nothing of importance to each other, and yet something inexplicable kept me rooted there. I liked him immediately.


CHAPTER TWO

The wall between us stayed up for a while, but when it dropped the words flooded out of Josh. At first with caution and then later with reckless abandon. He was a lot. Josh and I shot the shit about anything and everything. It turned out we had almost nothing in common, but he didn’t have many friends at UConn, and I had few good ones. What we lacked in mutual interest, he made up for in unbridled enthusiasm. One of the many interests we did not share was the paranormal. Supernatural fiction, true accounts, you name it and I was clueless about it. My expertise began with Ghostbusters and ended with Ghostbusters II. When future conversations would dive down such rabbit holes, Josh cited cases, locations, and details off the top of his head. You could blame me for being impressed with this ability, for being drawn in and intrigued, for all the shit we got into over the next ten years. You could make a case to hold me accountable for all the breaking and entering, too. My bad.

The first time we ever broke into a haunted house was during the fall of our junior year. We’d known each other long enough to build some trust, and Josh invited me to come stay at his family’s house in Coventry over the long Columbus Day weekend. Josh’s mom and dad were good people, if a little removed. They appeared every bit the rare late forties couple whose marriage still works. An uncommon occurrence in a world that treats divorce as no different than trading in a used car. Josh acted distant toward them, but I’d gotten used to seeing that out of him, and thought nothing of it.

The Costa household was pretty spacious considering it was just the three of them, and his parents left us mostly to ourselves. We did little that first night, a few beers each, the tour of the town, and some insight from Josh on what it was like to grow up there.

Out of the blue on Saturday, Josh asked if I had ever heard of Nathan Hale, or the Hale House. I’d noticed signs when entering town declaring Coventry the home of Nathan Hale, but beyond a glimmer of recognition from high school U.S. history, nothing rang a bell.

“Nathan Hale was a spy during the Revolutionary War,” he told me, speeding up as he approached the exciting parts. You could always tell how jazzed Josh was about a topic by his tempo. “One of the good ones, actually. On our side, is what I mean. Long story short, he gathered intelligence from the British and they eventually caught and executed him for it.”

“Executed?”

“Yeah, hanged. In Manhattan at the age of twenty-one.”

“Jesus,” I said and opened another Sam Adams, my way of saluting another hero of early America.

“Jesus is right. Hale was the guy who said ‘I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country’. Supposedly, anyway. By the time those words got back to anybody who mattered, they had passed through so many sets of lips that it was like trusting the last person in a game of telephone.”

“Purple monkey dishwasher.”

Josh ignored my witty Simpsons reference and continued on.

“No one believes he single-handedly impacted the outcome of the war or anything, but the colonies regarded him as a bit of a folk hero, and Connecticut named him the official hero of the state at one point.”

“I didn’t know that was a thing. I don’t even know if Mass has one.”

“Samuel Whittemore.”

“Now how the shit do you know that?”

“As you can imagine, the hero worship gets multiplied many times over in town, and the Hale House has museum status. It’s even open to the public. The funny thing is, he never even lived in that house. His family bought it a few months after his execution.”

“You’re kidding. So what appeal is there to visiting the house that Hale never even saw, never mind grew up in?”

“It’s haunted,” he said.

“Oh. That’ll do it.”

“And we’re going tomorrow.”


CHAPTER THREE

Josh spent the rest of the night filling me in on all things Hale. I relaxed some when he told me the house was open to the public for tours and such through the end of the month. Even though Nathan Hale never lived there, his family went to great lengths to fill the house with his stuff. Anything for a buck, right?

I was less relieved when Josh told me we would be going in without a guide. Not to mention our private tour being scheduled for several hours after the museum closed. I might have mentioned something about breaking and entering earlier.

Apparently this house was relatively tame, at least as far as haunted houses go. Reported ghost sightings were limited to appearances from Hale’s family, but not Hale himself. I sat through a lengthy lecture about how this lends credence to the story because attention seekers looking for a tale to sell more tickets would claim to see the ghost of the house’s namesake.

Museum employees and guests rarely spotted ghosts on the grounds and more often heard footsteps on unoccupied floors or coming from outside, rattling sounds from the basement, and the occasional disembodied voice. Josh told me the hauntings didn’t seem malevolent, and the museum had no difficulties keeping staff on. You can learn a lot about a haunting from turnover, apparently.

When I asked how we would get in, he said not to worry about it and moved on, which honestly made me worry even more. Usually when Josh gets going on one of his interests, changing the subject becomes a real problem and planning for a spooky outing was no exception. I never pushed him though. Over the last decade, I learned to trust Josh more than almost anyone else, and by the time we broke into Hale House, he already had my confidence.


CHAPTER FOUR

As far as preparation goes, there’s not much to tell. We traveled light then, and the routine never changed much. Josh was a creature of habit and I deferred to his infinite wisdom. No cameras, recorders, EVP knick-knacks, infrared doohickeys. He held the opinion that such things were bullshit. His words, not mine, and I take it to heart when he curses, because it’s a rare occurrence.

Josh packed flashlights, extra batteries, granola bars, water, and what I would later find out was a lock pick set, all packed away in a black messenger bag adorned with a Misfits patch. We waited until a little after midnight, then headed out. I hadn’t thought to pack my criminal clothes for a weekend getaway to Coventry, so I borrowed a black hoodie and dark jeans and mentally prepared myself to see this bad idea through.

We parked the car on a dirt inlet off Skinner Hill Road in the Nathan Hale State Forest and went the rest of the way on foot. It wasn’t long before we saw the house. The darkness lent a crimson hue to the normal brick-red coloring of the exterior. Not a great omen if you subscribe to such things.

Once we exited the woods, it couldn’t have been over two hundred feet to the door. Even though the outside lighting was dim and there wasn’t a soul in sight, the open ground seemed to stretch forever. When we reached the main entrance, Josh knelt and removed a slim case from the messenger bag. I stood watch while he set to work on the door, swinging my gaze from side to side, assuming an unaccounted-for night watchman would happen by at any moment.

I whispered, “There has got to be a great story about why you know how to pick a lock and own a set of tools to do it with. You’ll have to tell it to me after we make bail.”

“They’ll never know we were here,” said Josh. The volume of his voice boasted a lot more confidence than I felt. This clearly wasn’t the first door he had opened without consent. “And… We’re in.” The door swung open, accompanied by the sound of hinges desperately crying for some WD-40. It occurs to me now that there should have been some kind of alarm, but I guess this was the type of museum that doesn’t worry too much about theft.

We clicked on our flashlights and entered a large room full of antique furniture. Even with the traffic that passed through this house on a daily basis, the musty aroma of age overwhelmed the place. I eased the door shut behind us while Josh crossed to the center of the room and sat on a couch that likely had two hundred years on us, slowly and with a sense of something like reverence.

“We need to get our bearings before we go wandering around,” he said, finally seeing fit to match my soft tone.

I nodded, made my way over to the couch, and tried to mimic the same careful way I’d seen him sit. His assertion that nobody would know we were there would not hold up if I decimated an antique sofa.

“First,” he said, “we do not split up for any reason, inside or outside. There’s no reason for it and no possible positive outcome. Second, we should establish and clear the main floor before we do anything else. Anecdotally speaking, the second floor and basement are where we’re most likely to see or hear activity, so we want to treat this floor, this room even, as a base of operations. Kind of like a safe zone. Third, safe word. No jokes, Travis. I know you’re picking between three or four right now, and I understand the connotations, but it’s the best description of what we need. I propose we go with husky, the school mascot. If either of us needs to use it, we get out as fast and efficiently as possible, no questions asked, and take care to stay together. There are no reports of malicious hauntings here, but if we do this, we do it right. Oh, and this probably goes without saying, but don’t take anything. Thoughts, concerns, or questions?”

“No, it all sounds… nope. Got it. Although I do resent you painting me as a thief who tells perverted jokes.”

“If the shoe fits,” he said with a smirk.

I was, admittedly, a bit in awe of him at the moment. Josh always showed himself to be a good friend, but a mouse of a man. I’d never seen him grab a situation by the balls and twist before. It wouldn’t be the last time.

“Okay, good,” he said, clasping his hands together. The soft smacking sound echoed through the deserted room “Then we’re ready.”


CHAPTER FIVE

Even with the house’s isolation, we agreed it would be best to stick to flashlights and leave the overheads off. We made our way around the main room we’d entered, poring over the details, and looking for anything unusual or out of place. At least, that was the plan. I caught myself searching for any sign of movement and making good, if excessive, use of my peripheral vision. When it felt like we had explored every inch of the room, Josh returned to his spot on the couch. With a steady voice, he said, “If there are any spirits here, please make your presence known.”

We sat in silence, listening for anything that resembled an answer.

I let a moment pass, then asked, “Does that usually work?”

“What makes you think I’ve done this before?”

“Literally everything.”

“It’s always worth a try. Come on, next room.”

We repeated this ritual in every room on the main floor, as well as a few outdoor areas where Josh said employees and tourists had glanced figures in the windows. I don’t remember any other occasions where my senses were so heightened for such a long time. Not before the Hale House, anyway. After we left, I remember feeling exhausted, and the two of us slept until early afternoon the next day. It was a serious rush, though. I understood why Josh enjoyed doing this. Despite the adrenaline, we had been gloriously unsuccessful so far despite searching for over an hour.

After the seventh or eighth location, Josh eyed the staircase. “Alright, we’re going upstairs.”


CHAPTER SIX

Idon’t want to bore you. I want to tell you about all the cool shit that happened upstairs, but nothing did. Not really. The house was a giant square, so I worried the upstairs might take as long to comb through as the downstairs. By the time we explored the second room, we hadn’t seen or heard anything of note, other than a throw pillow reading “We’ll scare the Hale out of you!”.

We were just about finished when a metallic clanking sounded from below. A resounding toll like someone had dropped a heavy chain on a hardwood floor, and it reverberated throughout the house. Not that I had much doubt—it was deafening in the silence—but one look at Josh told me he’d heard it too, and the gears in his head were already turning.

“We make our way downstairs, but we do it slowly,” he said.

I followed him toward the stairs.

Clank.

Again, but this one rang further away. Was it leading us somewhere? My ears were at attention, awaiting the next occurrence. My other senses remained on high alert as well. The shadows that had flown under my radar earlier now crept across the floor. I attempted to step around them because, at that moment, I convinced myself something lived in that darkness. Situational superstition at its finest, but my lizard brain knew no earthly good could come from getting too near. Whatever dwelled there had watched us from the minute we first set foot on the property, and now the time for waiting was up. Right there, my skepticism died, and what began as something to do on a three-day weekend became serious business.

A substantial part of me wanted to hightail it out of there and not look back, but I shut it down. Something was trying to get our attention, and this might be a once in a lifetime opportunity.

Clank.

A third time. We heard it as we reached the bottom of the stairs. The sound grew closer, coming from the basement. I remembered Josh saying something about rattling down there. The story contained bits with Hale’s brother and a navy ship. Forgive me if I’m a little fuzzy on the details.

The moon’s light, which had graced this room only twenty minutes earlier, made a hasty retreat and the creeping, crawling shadows returned. A portrait of a broad-shouldered man, balding, but sporting an enormous bright-red beard shone through the darkness, and I wondered how I could have missed it before. As we crossed the room to the basement door, I could’ve sworn the man in the portrait’s penetrating sea-green eyes followed me.

Three more clanks sounded, one immediately after another, as though a chain were being dragged down a set of stairs. Josh reached out to grab me, and I think we both knew something was luring us to the basement. And it was working. Only a few steps from the door, he signaled we should sit.

I half expected he might give me the safe word, and I felt a momentary disappointment that surprised the hell out of me. Instead, he spoke just above a whisper and said, “This is why we planned. We don’t lose our heads just because there’s activity. We’re going to take on the basement just like all the other rooms, but slower. More cautiously. We’re going to sit here for another minute, collect ourselves, then make our way to that door, and you’ll follow my lead.”

Josh delivered the speech in a way that left me wondering whether he was talking to me or just himself. I didn’t pick up on it then, but later I would think about him not giving me an out. I’ve spent a lot of time considering the motives, or maybe lack of motives, he had. Even ten years later, I still can’t come to a solid conclusion. Josh Costa always did move in mysterious ways.

We stood and crossed the last fifteen feet to the basement door. As we closed the gap, the moon reappeared and the outstretched arms of the shadows rescinded. I barely picked up on this, though. My eyes were locked on the door. It was a dull blue or gray, paint peeling, and the colors indistinguishable in the limited light. Kind of strange in a museum regularly open to the public, like a single small corner of the house fallen into disrepair. Josh tapped the knob three times with the flat of his hand, as you might do when looking for a safe exit during a fire. Satisfied, he looked in my direction, took a deep breath, and opened the door.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Whatever I expected on the other side of the door—some grisly, decaying nightmare creature or maybe the ghost of Nathan Hale with an elongated neck—didn’t come to fruition. The door swung open toward us, and the narrow staircase descended into a murky darkness. Even straining my eyes, I couldn’t see the bottom.

“After you,” I said.

Josh eased down the creaking set of stairs, shining the flashlight toward the basement, but also side to side, never keeping it in one area for more than a couple of seconds. Given the shabby condition of the door, we weren’t confident about the upkeep of what lay behind it, and took each step with care.

“Do you smell that?” he said.

I inhaled deeply and caught a faint scent of cold, salt air. I’m not sure I’d ever thought of a smell as cold before, but there was no other way to describe it. Going down the stairs, the scent became stronger and stronger, and I had to remind myself that we were not actually descending into the hold of a ship. When we reached the bottom, we paused and got an idea of the layout. No windows of any kind appeared to be letting outside light in, and the open door at the top of the stairs wasn’t as generous with its luminescence as one might expect.

Josh held up a hand to signal I should stay where I was and then maneuvered around me so that we were standing back to back. A bead of sweat dripped down my forehead. This was a position of defense.

“If there are any spirits here, please make your presence known,” Josh called out.

No response.

“Don’t all speak up at once,” I said.

“Shut up.”

As soon as I said it, the room grew darker. I could concede the movement in the upstairs shadows as adrenaline combined with an overactive imagination. I doubt I’ll be able to convince anyone that imagination wasn’t a factor in the basement. The darkness became absolute. Even our flashlights no longer cast light. They simply became pinpricks in the inky blackness.

“No husky yet,” he murmured, as if reading my thoughts.

Josh reached out with his free hand, grabbed the sleeve of my sweatshirt, and inched away from the stairs. Despite their ineffectiveness, we kept the flashlights on.

A thunderous clank came from the base of the stairs, where we had stood only a moment ago. It had the clear timbre of metal crashing down on wood despite the basement’s concrete foundation. When the reverberation settled, a sound like a foot dragging across the floor emanated from the same location.

A step. A shuffle.

A step. A shuffle.

Coming closer.

A step. A shuffle.

“I’m calling it,” I whispered, “We’ve got to go. There’s fucking somebody down here.”

The door at the top of the stairs slammed shut.

Our flashlights returned from the dead, revealing a figure hunched over, facing the corner of the room. The burst of light lasted for less than a second, but that image etched itself into my mind, perfectly detailed. Something about its stance struck me as inherently male, though I couldn’t see the face. Long, dark, dirty hair would have obscured the features, even if it had been looking toward us. It wore a trench coat, tattered along the bottom, which hardly concealed a pair of bare, filthy feet.

We continued moving to the stairs, eyes locked on the pitch-black spot we’d seen the specter in. The flashlights lit up again for a split second. Just long enough to divulge that the previously inhabited corner stood empty now.

It’s funny. I recall every second in the basement of the Hale House so clearly, but the exodus is a blur. I remember getting to the stairs, scrambling up on hands and knees. I don’t know who got to the top first, but the door didn’t open right away. Maybe whatever was in the house was keeping us in. Maybe the door just didn’t fit correctly in the frame. Hell, maybe we even momentarily lacked the capacity to push in the right direction. After multiple frantic attempts, it opened and we sprinted through the entrance room and outside, putting some distance between ourselves and the house.

One last thing I remember about getting out of there. I felt watched, even after we got outside. A chill, like icy fingers ran up my spine and kept me from looking back. The sensation made me move like the devil was chasing me.


CHAPTER EIGHT

“What the fuck was that? You saw that, right? Jesus!”

We burst out of the woods and headed toward the car, moving at a brisk pace that somehow didn’t feel brisk enough.

Josh followed me without answering, listening patiently to the same questions asked over and over with slightly altered phrasing and different placements of the ‘fucks’ contained within. He didn’t say a word until we got to the car. I expected him to be angry or loud, even if that was outside the box. When I didn’t get those reactions, I figured he might act scared or upset. I did not anticipate frustration, especially geared in my direction.

“Travis,” he said, a sigh, then a pause before he continued. “A glass can only spill what it contains.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“Look, I know you’re worked up, but can you stop cursing so much? It’s exhausting.”

“Sorry,” I said, feeling a bit scolded and trying to figure out what to add next. “I…”

Nothing came to mind, and the silence lingered a moment. Finally, Josh answered for me.

“You didn’t come because you felt pressured, or you thought I’d be mad if you said no. That’s not you. You certainly didn’t come because you felt the need to wander around bored in the dark. I think you agreed to come because you wanted what just happened, to happen. A glass can only spill what it contains. We can’t help what’s innately inside of us—our darkest desires.”

I tried to interrupt, but he waved his hand, letting me know not to bother.

“Yeah, I know it’s kind of a ridiculous assertion, but as Sherlock Holmes always says, ‘once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth.’”

“I’m supposed to be the psych major.”

“Well, you’re probably safe there. That’s more in line with philosophy or English in its nature. Don’t change the subject, though. There’s a part of you that wanted to have an experience with the supernatural, to see a ghost. And Travis?”

“Yeah?”

“We saw a fucking ghost.”

The frustration left Josh’s face and the half-smile that occasionally cut through the glibness made an appearance. He added, “You’re supposed to use fuck, and its derivatives to show emphasis. That seemed an appropriate place.”

“Yeah. I don’t disagree.”


CHAPTER NINE

We had a few drinks back at Josh’s place to unwind and ended up falling asleep near four or five in the morning. The sunshine and noise of the house collaborated to pull us out of bed in the early afternoon, and after a small lunch, we packed our belongings and got on the road back to Storrs.

We didn’t talk about what happened at the Hale House. Not at Josh’s house, not on the ride back to campus, not even in the coming weeks. Speaking it aloud would somehow diminish the personal nature of the experience, and I wanted nothing more than to hold it close and tight. Throughout the course of our third school year, I ran the events over repeatedly in my head, trying to process what we’d been through. It wasn’t until spring semester that I finally brought it up.

“I think we should do it again.”

“I’m not a fan of the pronoun game. I’m going to need context.”

I couldn’t tell whether that was Josh being sarcastic or just the blunt way he phrased most of his output on display. It’s a personality quirk that takes some getting used to.

That night, we had a few people over to my room to partake in adult beverages and watch 1408. I haven’t seen that movie in years, maybe even since we watched it that night, but I always loved the idea of a haunting being isolated to a single room. Plus Samuel L. Jackson. The movie ended and everyone stumbled into the night to study for exams, or at least sit in front of books and make up excuses for not studying. As was customary, Josh stayed behind to have one more drink and talk. In a short amount of time, he’d done an impressive job of getting me caught up on all things paranormal. I still had trouble holding a conversation without my eyes going crooked, but I could follow most of what he said now.

“I think we should do it again,” I repeated, emphasizing the pronoun mainly because I knew it would annoy him. “Like in October, with the Hale House.”

“You want to go back to the Hale House?”

“Yes! No, I… I don’t know. Maybe there, maybe a different place? I mean, I know you’ve done this before and probably in a few different places. So you’re the expert. What do you think?”

Josh laughed. “I think I’m surprised. Look, I’ve actually been inside a couple houses with purported activity since October.”

“Jesus. Alone or…?” Of course it had been alone. He didn’t have anyone else to go with.

“Well, yeah. I didn’t think you’d want to go after what happened last time.”

“But you could’ve checked. We haven’t talked about this in months. Months and months.”

“Why didn’t you bring it up?” Josh cocked his head slightly to the side.

“I don’t know. I guess I thought we’d get there, and this thing came up and that fucking class, and I don’t know, man.”

Josh sat silently for a moment, just long enough to make sure I had nothing else to add.

“We kind of sound like a bickering couple,” he added softly.

“Yeah, no shit. I just… I consider you a really good friend. All the people who walked out the door twenty minutes ago? Casual acquaintances. Bailing on each other is not something friends do.”

Josh sat silently, staring at a point past my right shoulder. “I don’t have a lot of friends. I’m sure that doesn’t surprise you. I don’t know how to act around people, and I never have. When I was young, maybe six, I learned how to copy what the people around me were doing—to look at people when I talked to them, to laugh even when I didn’t find something funny, to talk about something another person was interested in when I didn’t care about it. The list goes on. It’s exhausting, though. It’s like wearing a mask all the time.

“When I look someone in the eye, it’s like… there’s just too much happening. It’s so much easier to listen to what they’re saying if I can look at something stationary and just let my ears focus. That probably doesn’t make any sense.”

As much as it sounded like a place to jump in, I suspected he had more to say, so I let him go on.

“The thing is, that no matter how hard you try, you can’t keep the mask on all the time and it wears you down. Eventually, when you spend a lot of time with a person, they get to see the real you. It’s not socially acceptable if the real you is more interested in conducting research on ghost sightings that have occurred within twenty-five miles than, I don’t know, playing a pick-up game of basketball or discussing what top the girl at the table behind you is wearing. Potential friends tend to drift away. I hit a point around my sophomore year of high school where I gave up, so to speak.

“It came down to acting in a way that made me comfortable and pushing people away, or covering myself up and then pushing them away eventually, anyway. High school is not the best time for self-discovery though. I got deemed a freak and a retard and the few people who associated with me, stopped.

“When I was sixteen, I tried to kill myself. It doesn’t matter how, but I was told it was a ‘cry for help’, and I spent four months as a patient at a hospital in Rhode Island. I learned a lot of great coping techniques honestly, tried some medications. Some worked well, some didn’t. When the doctors felt like I was in a good place, they discharged me, but I didn’t go back to school. I finished my last two years of formal education as a homeschooler.”

“What was that like? The homeschool thing?” I asked, sensing we had hit a point in the conversation where it was safe to join.

“It was great, actually. Everything I did was self-directed, and I could tailor it to the type of things I wanted to learn and the way I wanted to learn them. I ended up in an okay place, but I also lost the ability to trust new people. Even when I first met you, I just assumed you were making fun of me or you were just temporary. Honestly,” and he smiled here, “I have a hard time not telling the truth. In a lot of instances it’s out before I can stop it, and most people bail on me because they don’t enjoy hearing it. You seem to thrive on it. You’re a glutton for punishment, Travis.”

“You’re not wrong. I don’t really know what to say. It pisses me off that there are people in the world who need everyone to act just like them. I’m sorry you had to go through all that. But I’m your friend, man, and I won’t bail on you.”

Josh simply nodded. “I appreciate that.”

“So the next fucking time you’re planning a haunted weekend excursion, you damn well better include me.”

“Okay,” Josh said. “I’ve got a few places in mind that I was hoping to visit over the summer. If you’re up to go, so am I.”


CHAPTER TEN

Josh handed over the names of a few places, none of which triggered any recognition on my part. He had more research to do on the history of each location, but we agreed to keep in touch about it and plan a weekend at his house to organize and try our luck.

As it turned out, we didn’t get together until after the July 4th holiday. We planned a day and time for my arrival. What we hadn’t planned on was Elsie.

When I turned into the driveway at the Costa residence, Josh stood outside by the walkway, waiting. I always expected a hunched stature on his tall frame, but today his shoulders hung lower than usual. If you’ve ever seen the guilty look a dog gets, just waiting to be caught, you know what I mean. Knowing Josh as I did, I steeled myself to drag whatever was wrong out of him. After all, we had big plans and it wouldn’t do to put ourselves in a tenuous situation with an elephant taking up the better part of the room.

“Who shit in your cereal?” I asked.

He squinted his eyes in a way that either meant perplexed or sick of my crap.

“What’s going on?”

“Elsie,” he said. “My cousin.”

“Okay, what about her?”

“She’s staying with us for the summer. Got here three days ago. My aunt and uncle are going through some stuff.”

“Stuff? No, sorry. Not my business.”

“No, it’s fine.” He kicked at a patch of dirt and continued. “Division of assets is the way I’d put it. My parents agreed to allow one of said assets to live in our guest room for the next two months.”

“I guess I’m still not seeing the problem.”

“Elsie’s a good person. She’s a couple years younger than us. The problem is, she does not respect boundaries. On the first night she was here, I was downstairs watching a Mets-Phillies game. The Mets finished losing, and I headed upstairs and found Elsie in my room, sitting with my Misfits bag.”

“Oh shit,” I said. My heart crawled up my throat.

Josh’s pace sped up. Sometimes nerves did that in place of excitement. “I said she’s a good person, and I stick by that, but she also grew up in a house where people recognize what a lock pick set looks like, and how to use it.”

He stopped for a moment, letting out a small laugh that seemed for him alone.

“So,” Josh continued, “I’m thinking she’s going to threaten to tell my parents, maybe even get so extreme as to call the police. Your face is looking kind of pale, Travis, so I guess that’s probably where you thought I was going as well, but no.”

He shook his head, looked down at his shoes, and paused again. “Really, she just wanted to know what I was up to and if she could help, or tag along, or whatever. Mainly, I think she was just—”

“Bored,” added voice C to our A and B conversation.

The girl that walked around the side of the house looked just enough like Josh that I could believe they were related. She couldn’t have been more than a few inches over five feet, but was every bit as lean as him, although she carried herself in a completely different way. Elsie broadcast a confidence Josh couldn’t have hoped to match on his best day. Oh, and the hot pink hair that she later informed me was fuchsia. That was another difference. I’m trying to think of a more accurate way to describe her approach than ‘strut’, but words then, as they do now, failed me.

“Bored, yes. Travis, this is Elsinore.”

“Remember what happened last time you called me that?” she asked Josh through a smile as she took a step toward us. Josh crossed his arms in front of his jeans, trying and failing to be subtle.

“Elsie,” she said. “Pleasure to meet you. Josh has told me essentially nothing about you.” She stopped a few feet away and put her hands in her jean pockets. “Oh, except that you two are ghost hunters, of course.” She said this in a tone that conveyed not a bit of mockery, but I felt it anyway.

“It’s nice to meet you too,” I said, colder than was strictly necessary.

Josh and I had kept our activities and interests quiet, not so much because of the legalities, but the judgment. Reflecting on this now, the legal gray area was probably the better reason. I doubt we would have had a wealth of well-wishers at UConn if they knew we spent our summers planning to break into haunted houses, as opposed to the more socially acceptable model of getting blackout drunk until the calendar flips to September or, you know, getting a job. It was easy to see why Josh felt so alienated for refusing the status quo. It made no sense.

Long story short, we weren’t interested in advertising and it surprised me and pissed me off a bit that Josh had let someone else in so easily and quickly, even if that someone was family. This belonged to us.

“Look,” said Elsie, “I don’t know you, but I’ll tell you what I told my cousin if you can wipe that shitty look off your face for a minute?”

She seemed content waiting for me to oblige, taking her hands out of her pockets in order to cross her arms in front of her.

“Okay, I’m all ears,” I said, trying to soften my tone. I assumed I had done just good enough, because the look of panic on Josh’s face slipped away. Clearly, he had formulated an introduction and explanation, and Elsie had sent those plans through a wood chipper by jumping in too soon. Improvisation was never Josh Costa’s strong suit.

“I need this,” Elsie continued. “Maybe not this exactly, but something like this. You guys went straight from high school to college. Probably never questioned whether you would, just had to decide where and for what.”

Anger tinged Elsie’s voice, but I suspected I was no longer the cause or the target.

“I didn’t really have the option. I graduated from high school in New Haven on a Tuesday and I started working in a shitty coffee shop on a Wednesday. I’ve been there for about two years now, and it’s not even that bad a job. I mean, the customers can be annoying, but that’s the service industry.”

“Elsie, you’re digressing,” said Josh.

She shot him a look fit to melt the ice caps.

“It’s just so dull,” she continued. “And I’ve known way too many people that lose themselves in a dead-end job. Both my parents, for starters. You get so wrapped up in working open to close, you come home and crash, you get up the next day and you do it again. You start to lose the friends you had from school, you’re too tired to start a new hobby, and nine bucks an hour doesn’t fund them, anyway. Fuck, you’re right, Josh, now I’m rambling.”

I realized now that the confidence Elsie had been projecting up to this point was a pose, and it was slipping.

“No, you’re fine. It’s fine,” I murmured and nodded for her to go on. I knew eventually I’d have to do something about these Costas laying their life stories at my doorstep, but this wasn’t a good time to make a stand.

“I heard Josh tell you my parents have some shit going on. They pretty much have for as long as I can remember. My mom has left a few times, disappeared after an argument and showed up a few days later like nothing happened. My dad seems to have a semiannual appointment to do the same. And it’s always the same shit. Things go back to normal and nobody talks about it. We reset the clock. This one is different, though. It’s too calm. It’s like the eye of the fucking hurricane. And we’ve never gotten to the point where we’re moving stuff out of the house before.”

Elsie slipped into a softer tone, not much more audible than a whisper.

“Coming here, even if it’s just for the summer, is an opportunity to do something that isn’t tied to brewing coffee, sleeping, or just wallowing in an atmosphere of perpetual bitterness. I want to be needed and I don’t give much of a fuck what it’s for.”

“You know,” I said, “you’re really supposed to reserve fuck, and its derivatives for emphasis.” As soon as I said it, Josh’s eyes went
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