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​​PROLOGUE: Opening Day
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WHILE SEVERAL PLACES in Angel Hill could be said to have what people call “a history”, few were considered as sinister, nor spoken about in such hushed tones, as the house on Fourth Street.  One could lose count of the tragedies that took place there.  Several decades earlier, a man named Milo Dengler had killed his five children and then himself.  Years later the place had burned and, while undergoing renovations, another man had hung himself in a similar fashion to Mr. Dengler’s own suicide.  Sometime later again, a woman had reportedly jumped to her death from one of the third-floor windows.  In fact, the place seemed to be a magnet for bad luck.  The only family known to have escaped did so with flames licking their heels before they retreated back to Texas where they’d come from.

Everyone in town knew the history, and many avoided the place whenever they could.  Some people wouldn’t even drive down Fourth Street, nor the streets at either end of the block the house sat on, Roland to the North, Pacific to the South.  But for some, the place was almost a challenge.

North West Angel Hill College was only three blocks away, and many a fraternity had used the legend of the house of Fourth Street in their hazing rituals, forcing pledges to break in and spend the night on the third floor.  And any time a pledge bailed during the night, claiming whispering voices kept trying to get them to hurt themselves, the legend of the place just grew and grew.

So when Ms. Simmons opened the very first Angel Hill Bed and Breakfast, using the house of Fourth Street as her place of business, locals were understandably confused.  Most of them, anyway.  For a few, this was their chance to see the truth.  This was their chance to experience the legend and judge for themselves if it was everything word around town said it was, or if it was all just a bunch of loose pipes and windows rattling in the night.

When word got out what Ms. Simmons was doing, the talk among the thrill seekers turned to opening day and who would be the first to book a stay there.

His name was Jordy Bennet and he had been divorced a full three days when he called to make his reservation.  His wife—saying ex-wife was going to take some getting used to—would never have approved of something like this.  Not only was staying in a place with that kind of history silly and ridiculous, but why waste the money on staying somewhere in town when they already had a home?

But Jordy Bennet, now that he didn’t have someone watching his every move, both physical and financial, was ready to make some bad choices for a change.  All the things he’d dreamed of doing but couldn’t, whether because she didn’t approve or because they simply couldn’t afford it.  And with the loss of that second paycheck, he could afford it even less now, but that’s where the “no one watching his every move” came into play.

Jordy Bennet booked his room, paid in advance, and waited for opening day.  And Ms. Simmons wasn’t charging impossible prices.  $100 a night to stay in one of the most famous houses in town seemed reasonable to Jordy.  He would offset that cost over the next few weeks by shopping light, skipping breakfast, and stocking up on soup and sandwich makings.  The issue here wasn’t how much could he afford to spend that hundred, but how much could he afford not to do this and have this experience? 

Jordy paid close attention to social media and as soon as he saw the place was taking reservations, he called that day.

Ms. Simmons was having what she called a soft opening.  She would open for only one or two guests at a time the first week to gauge not only public reaction, but her own abilities to run a bed and breakfast.

She had scheduled two reservations for opening day, but when the doors finally opened, only Jordy Bennet showed up.  The other guest had called earlier that morning and apologized over and over for cancelling, but remembered they were going out of town that week and couldn’t get out of it.

Ms. Simmons told them no problem, she totally understood, and thanks for letting her know.  But inside, she was not thrilled.

She had wanted this business to be a success.  She needed this business to be a success, and if she had guests cancelling before the doors were even officially opened, how could she hope to keep the place afloat?  Her mortgage was tied into guest reservations, so she had to have guests, or else all her work was for nothing.

But Jordy Bennet showed up with his backpack and when he walked in the door and introduced himself, she wanted to pull him close and hug him.  She didn’t though.

Instead, she greeted him at the front door.

“Ms. Simmons?” he asked.

“I’m Dawn,” she said, shaking his hand.

Dawn Simmons was a youngish woman, Jordy guessed her to be close to his age, give or take a year or two.  She stood tall with long black hair accented by a streak of purple, tied back, wearing a dark purple T-shirt and jean shorts.  He noticed a rose tattoo on her wrist with something written by it.  He couldn’t read the writing, but when he saw the tattoo, he thought This chick’s alright.

She invited him up to the second floor.

Jordy had been in Angel Hill his entire thirty-three years, and had heard many stories, but never seen the place up close and certainly didn’t know the layout.  When he walked in the front door, he was greeted by a landing that led either down to the first floor or up to the second.

Ms. Simmons took him to the second floor where something smelled delicious.  He found himself in the grand room, a large open space that took up the bulk of this floor.  He glanced around and saw a small bathroom and kitchen off to the right where that smell was coming from.  He saw a closed door to his left, and what looked like a dining room off the kitchen.

“This is the main room,” Dawn Simmons said.  “Bathroom, kitchen and dining room.”  She pointed to them, and Jordy nodded, having already spotted them.  She motioned to the closed door and Jordy felt a moment of foreboding as the door loomed larger than it really was.  What could be behind the locked door, he wondered.  Dead bodies?  Torture devices?  His ex-wife?

“This is the library slash study over here,” she said, pointing to the closed door.  “If you want a good book, I have plenty in there, or a desk if you have a laptop and would like to use it.”

He wondered how long before he saw his first ghost.  Then he wondered if Dawn Simmons was a ghost.  The stories he’d heard said this was the most haunted house in town.  So a part of him had expected it to be ghosts in every room.  Somewhere in the back of his mind he had thought that, as soon as he stepped into the house, the sun would go black, and the lights would flicker uncontrollably.  There would be dust and cobwebs everywhere, rats in the corners gnawing on old bones.  Blood would drip from the walls, and as Jordy tried to run away, he’d find the door locked and bars suddenly on all the windows.  He knew as he pulled up to the house that the basement held a portal to Hell, and that in the middle of the night, creatures would crawl up from the depths, drag him out of his bed, and trap his soul forever.

He hadn’t heard what she said was behind the closed door, but he couldn’t bring himself to admit he hadn’t been paying attention.

“Your room is just upstairs,” she said, leading him to the flight back where they’d come in.  The staircase was four layers deep and as they headed up the third staircase to landing number two, Jordy imagined a dead body dropping down from the third floor and he hurried up the first few stairs, away from the sensation.  He shivered and focused once more on Dawn.

“We have four guest rooms up here,” she said, “but one is in the corner, accessible from two of the other rooms.  Obviously, this wouldn’t be good for a single guest, so I’ve put you in the room at the rear of the house.  There’s also another bathroom up here, and a common room here in the middle at the top of the stairs.”

They reached the third floor and Jordy looked at the room, decorated with a small couch and a rocking chair with a lamp.

“Good for reading,” Dawn said.

He stepped into the bathroom and took a look around.  Small, but it held a clawfoot tub, a toilet and a sink.  What more did he need?

“Right this way,” she said, and lead him to a room in the rear corner of the house.

She opened the door and Jordy stepped inside.

He had expected the room to look like an exorcism had just been performed, with blood stains everywhere, sheets tied to the bed posts, and maybe even a dead priest on the floor.  He definitely had not expected the very tasteful interior he found.

The walls were a grayish-blue and the platform bed took up most of the floor space.  White sheets and pillows with a grey padded headboard, and a nightstand with two drawers and a small lamp on top made the room look inviting and cozy.

Jordy set his backpack on the bed and said, “I love it, this is so nice.”

“Not what you were expecting?” she asked.

Jordy smiled guiltily and looked at the floor.

“It’s okay, Mr. Bennet,” she said.  “I get it.  I know what people are saying about this place, what they’ve always said about it. And I have to be honest, I suppose, and say I had my reservations when I bought it.  But I needed somewhere to live, and I couldn’t say no to the price.  And once I got here, I saw the truth.  It’s just a house, Mr. Bennet.”

Jordy felt himself flush with shame.

“There are creaks and groans, but what house doesn’t do that?  However, if it’s not what you were looking for, maybe a house of horrors run by a crazy woman, I understand.  No hard feelings if you want to cancel.  But it really is just a house, and it would be a shame to buy into the hype and miss out on the chance to tell people the truth.  For both of us.”

Jordy hadn’t even considered leaving, so when she said it, he shook his head.

“No,” he said, “I’m not going anywhere.  I promised myself after the divorce a world of new experiences, and this is one of them.  I’ll be spending the weekend as planned.”

“Excellent,” she said and smiled.  He saw the joy this brought her and that made him smile too.  “You’ll have the place to yourself this weekend, unless there are any last-minute guests, but for now it’s just you.  If you need anything, I live on the first floor.  There’s a door at the bottom of the stairs, you can knock, and I’ll hear you.  Also, the laundry is at the bottom of the stairs, to the left.  You’ll find it if you need it.”

“Thanks,” Jordy said.

From somewhere downstairs, they heard a phone ring.

“Landline?” Jordy said.

“Just for the business,” she said.  “I’d better get that.  I’ll leave you to it.  This crazy woman’s got a couple of roasts downstairs waiting to be delivered to the homeless shelter over on Ninth.  Let me know if you have dinner plans, if not I’ll make something later.”

Jordy shrugged, having not put a moment’s thought into dinner.

Dawn nodded, then left the room, closing the door behind her, and Jordy was, for the first time, alone in the Milo Dengler house.

He knew the story said that Milo had killed his five kids and stashed their bodies on the third floor in one of the corner rooms, but he didn’t know which corner room.  He really hoped it wasn’t his.

He looked around, imagining bodies strewn about and he wondered for just a second if this wasn’t a mistake.  Not that the ghosts, if they were real, could hurt him.

He shook it off and told himself it wasn’t this room, had to be the other corner room.  Surely she wouldn’t have put her first guest in the room with the bodies.  Right?

He stepped out of his room into the center room, sat in the chair.  He took in the quiet, listening to the house.  He heard her moving around in the kitchen below, talking on the phone.

He got up, used the bathroom, then went back to his room and closed the door.

Jordy set his backpack on the floor and climbed onto the bed.  He stretched out and stared up at the ceiling, realizing for the first time in forever he had nothing to do.  Well, it wasn’t like he had no options; he lived in Angel Hill, after all.  He could go home if he wanted.  Watch a couple of movies and come back later tonight.  It was all well and good being in the Milo Dengler house in the middle of the day, but at night, that’s when the real fun probably started.

Yeah, he might do that.  Just run home for a while and come back later tonight.

She sure had excellent taste in beds, though.  This one was so much more comfortable than his own.  He could always just relax here, maybe take a short nap, and that way he’d be wide awake for later.

He turned over and felt the warmth of the sun through the window on his face.  He closed his eyes against the glare and felt the room lull him.  The house was quiet, and the room smelled fresh like she’d just finished cleaning two seconds before he arrived.  The pillowcase smelled of lavender and the bedding made him think of his childhood bedroom.  He only wished he’d had something this soft growing up, but the sensation, that feeling of being home, is what put him at ease.

As he drifted off, he thought of how nice it would be to carry this feeling with him always, being home, abandoning the baggage of his former life.  His divorce had come almost out of nowhere and he knew he was still dealing with the emotions it had dredged up in him.

His own parents were still happily married and when he and Antoinette, Annie, got together, he just assumed they would follow suit.  He still couldn’t say exactly what went wrong, but he couldn’t deny he wasn’t the easiest person to live with.  He hated to admit that being an only child probably played a large role in his attitudes toward other people.  At the very least, no siblings or cousins growing up was his go-to when someone accused him of being selfish.  And he would never deny that, yes, he was selfish.  But he was trying.  Or had been trying when Annie dumped her news on him.  She was moving out.  She had tried so many times to talk to him, but he had refused to pick up on the signals, she said.

Well stop giving signals, he’d said, and just say what you want to say.  What are we, ten, playing games on the playground?

No, she said, we’re two grown adults trying to have an adult relationship, but for that to work, both parties have to act like adults.

He’d taken offense, of course, but he wasn’t above working out their differences and coming to an adult understanding.  But for Annie it was already too late.  She’d done all she could, she told him, and lying there on the bed in the third-floor bedroom of the Milo Dengler house, Jordy finally drifted off to sleep with the image of Annie telling him she wanted a divorce burning in his mind’s eye.

As he slept, he kept hearing those words over and over, “I think we should just call it and get on with our lives.”

“What do you mean just call it?  Call what?”

“This,” she said.  “It isn’t working, and it hasn’t for a long time.”

“What do you mean hasn’t for a long time?  We just spent all those weekends together out traveling to all the small towns and shops in the area.  I thought you loved doing stuff like that.  That was supposed to be quality time we spent together.”

“I do love doing that stuff,” Annie had said, “and it was fun.  And I tried.  I did, I tried really hard to enjoy spending that time with you, but at the end of the day, I just can’t fake it anymore.  I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Doing a bang-up job,” he said.

“I know, and I’m sorry.”

“So what the hell?  We just try to be ‘friends’?  You think that’s gonna work?”

“No,” she said, “I don’t.  And I couldn’t ask you to do that, knowing you would be wanting more.  It wouldn’t be fair to you.”

He couldn’t think of a reply, she seemed to have put a pretty tidy button on the whole topic.  She wanted a divorce.  She wasn’t in love with him anymore and once all was said and done, she, apparently, didn’t want to even pretend at being civil to each other.  He knew that wasn’t exactly what she’d said, but it might as well have been, as far as he was concerned.

Jordy tossed in his sleep, turning over, trying to get comfortable now on what he’d earlier thought was the most comfortable bed he’d ever slept in, but the turmoil in his mind had filled him with an anxiety and a melancholy he couldn’t seem to lose.  As soon as he dreamed the end of that conversation, his dreaming mind looped right back to the beginning and for the next twenty minutes, Jordy relived that moment over and over at least a dozen times.

He woke with a jerk and a gasp and sat up, looking about, confused, trying to remember where he was, what day it was, what time.  He took in the room and tried to calm his breathing as the last half hour came back to him.

That was weird, he thought.  I was only out for a minute, but it felt like I’d been asleep all day.  He felt like the sun should be lower, the room darker.  He double checked the time on his phone; it definitely felt like he’d slept until early evening.

He hadn’t done that in a long time, but he knew the feeling, the disorientation of a late nap and waking up not knowing what day it was, feeling adrift while you waited for the memories to come back. 

He knew he’d been dreaming, and for some reason, as the fragments of that dream drifted off, Jordy grasped at them, trying to remember what they were.

And when the realization came rushing back that he’d been dreaming of Annie, the entire past six months came with it.  He suddenly wished he’d let those dream fragments drift away like they had been.  When he thought of Annie now, his chest went tight, and he always had the sensation of being kicked in the gut.

He had to catch his breath and try to think of something else but right now all his mind could process was her voice.

“I think we should get a divorce.”

She’d said it as if it was a business decision that was going to benefit them both.  She hadn’t had the guts to say what she really meant, “I want a divorce.”

I think we should get a divorce.

He hadn’t been a saint, but he also couldn’t think of anything he’d ever done on a universal scale that he thought merited the feelings that the dissolution of his marriage and the loss of his partner had caused.  He supposed it was good they’d never had kids, so once it was finished, done was done and there was no reason to see or talk to Annie again after that, but also, they’d never had kids.  So when Jordy came home from work at night now, the place was quieter than he was used to.  But the real torture was the weekends.

He’d never realized just how quiet a house can get after a few hours, especially after the sun went down.

And this is my life now, he thought, as he sat there on the bed in Dawn Simmons’s bed and breakfast.  This is my life, little adventures like this, things I can do alone, and no one will look twice at me for going solo.

Eating at a restaurant is out, he thought.  Movies?  Sure, he had been to the theater alone before, but it wasn’t as much fun.  Amusement parks?  Out.  Fast food and Netflix, he thought.  Better get used to them.  At least now he could start to make a dent in that Netflix queue, huh?

He’d better start liking long drives or quiet walks alone, because that’s what he was now: alone.  And while he knew one day he would probably find someone else, right now was not that time.  If nothing else, he was still angry at Annie, and that anger, he knew, couldn’t help but be directed at any other woman who showed up looking for his time and attention.

Fuck them all, he sometimes thought.  Especially Annie, of course, but at the end of the day, who had the time, or the desire to meet a whole new person?

But, God, this wasn’t the life he wanted.  When he thought of all the things that were off the table now that he was doing them alone.  Water parks, vacations, holidays!  TV dinners for Thanksgiving.  He had friends he could spend New Year’s and Fourth of July with, but Thanksgiving and Christmas were family holidays.  And when he thought about holidays, it wasn’t enough he had no one to give presents to, but also no one to get them from now.

Was that selfish, he wondered?

It didn’t matter, did it?  None of it did.  Everything outside this room, the trajectory of his life and what little he’d done with it up to this point meant nothing.  What good was a life well-lived when there was no one to share it with?  How special would anything be now that he had no one to turn to say, “See?  Pretty awesome huh?”

Jordy got off the bed and looked out the window.

Past the backyard and across an alley he saw a retirement home.  It looked empty, abandoned, but he saw in one window, the small figure of a naked woman standing there, staring out at the world.

I feel you, sister, he thought.  Because one day that’s gonna be me.  Alone, with nothing to do and no one to do it with, spending my days just standing at the window looking out at a world that doesn’t want or need me.

At least that woman probably had someone who cared enough to put her in the home in the first place.  Jordy didn’t even have that.

The thought had crossed his mind, fleetingly, over the last few weeks, how this new change would affect him going forward, but until now he’d never put it front and center in his mind.  Now that he had, he wasn’t sure he could take it.

It was one thing to know she’s gone; it was another to consider the full meaning of that.  She’s gone, leaving him alone.  Alone.

God, the house was so quiet on the weekends.

He didn’t know if he could take it being that quiet.  He felt like he’d survived the divorce just to have the loneliness afterward kill him.

And that was no way to live.

But he had thought of that already.

Jordy grabbed his backpack and headed into the bathroom.  He locked the door—no idea where Dawn was, but it wouldn’t do for her to walk in on him in the bathroom—and started the tub.  Jordy had always been a shower man, but a nice soak didn’t hurt now and then.

When the tub was full of the hottest water he could stand, he stripped and climbed in.  He leaned back against the cold porcelain and let the water swallow him.  He closed his eyes and envisioned his future again.  He was surprised; he hadn’t expected to spend so much of his “ghost adventure” pondering the solitude of his own life.  He wondered if ghosts ever felt lonely.  Or was there an entirely separate plain of existence where they all intermingled?

He leaned over the side of the tub and rummaged around in his backpack until he found the razor.

Had he really planned this from the beginning?  He didn’t think he had, but why else had he brought it?  People don’t just have straight razors lying around, do they?  He had ordered this and, looking at the sea foam green polished wooden handle, unfolding the silver blade from the grip, he thought it might have been the best $15.99 he had ever spent.  Because while his future had looked so uncertain, so hopeless, before, as he stared at the fine edge of the blade, he felt something he hadn’t felt in months.  Relief.

The pressure of trying to carry on a regular day to day life as if everything was fine had only been building up and up in him, worse every day, and every time someone at work made a joke or smiled or tried to tell Jordy, “Cheer up, man, it can’t be that bad,” he wanted to release that pressure on their stupid faces.

Now he had that release and he sliced into his left arm without hesitation, digging in, drawing the blade up through his skin, watching the blood spill out and feeling all that anxiety drain away with it.

He wondered if he should try to do the other arm, too, but he honestly didn’t think he’d be able to get enough of a grip now, nor have the strength to puncture the skin.

Instead he leaned back against the tub again.  He felt himself drifting off to sleep and was almost under when a shadow fell over him.  Jordy opened his eyes and saw a man standing there.
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SHE STARED AT THE HEADLINE for a long time before moving, her heart beating hard in her chest and that sense of claustrophobia wrapping itself around her like a cloak.  She wanted it to be wrong.  She wanted it to be a mistake.  But she’d been paying attention for several months now and the facts didn’t lie, no matter how many times she tried to find broken connections between them, anything that might give her a reasonable doubt.

But there was nothing there.  And she had gone over it and over it countless times until she had to finally admit it to herself.

They had escaped that house with their lives and little else then, and had moved on as best they could.  She and Jack and Joey, with Daniel in tow although at the time they hadn’t known that for sure, but Liz had suspected.  They returned to Texas where they’d stayed with Jack’s brother Dan—after whom their baby was named—until they got back on their feet.

The Kitches had lived.  Life had moved on.  Right up until the point where it hadn’t.

She picked up her phone and sent a text that read: Come here for a sec.

Less than thirty seconds later her son, Joe, came into the room.

The next few months would be hard, she knew, seeing Jack’s face in Joe now that he’d lost his baby fat and had grown into a man.  Still only eighteen, but legally an adult and definitely no longer that child who had been tormented over those few weeks in Missouri when he was six.  She had hoped he would outgrow those memories as people do, and she thought for the most part the impact of what had happened to them there was gone, but she knew he still had nightmares about it.

“What’s up?” he asked when he came into the room.

This was the conversation she had been dreading.  She would rather have the sex talk again than this one.  In fact, the only thing worse than what she was about to say was the conversation they’d had two weeks ago.

No matter how dulled those memories were, what came next had to be done.  And she hated it.  There were some things a kid just shouldn’t have to be put through, but Liz didn’t see any other way now.

The house.  That fucking house had left her with no choice.

Joe stood by the couch, not sitting, probably expecting whatever Liz wanted to tell him was some joke she’d seen, or something funny on television, like usual.  But the TV was off and the look on Liz’s face didn’t say she’d seen anything to laugh about in a long time.

She read the grief in his face and that just made this all the more difficult.  But something told her that grief was what made this so important.  She couldn’t stand to see him like this.  And she couldn’t live like this much longer, either.

Jack’s brother Dan had been the second strike.  Two years ago, he’d been crossing the street and was flattened by a truck that had missed the red light.  The images had been printed in the paper, Dan’s prone body, covered in a sheet with blood pouring from his head wound would forever be seared into Liz’s mind.

Strike three was two weeks ago with Jack’s heart attack, but that was a memory she wasn’t prepared to relive just yet.

She didn’t know how much more they could take and still call themselves a family.

So this trip was important, necessary even.  But how do you tell your son ...

Just say it, she thought.  Say it and get it over with and he’ll have questions and you’ll answer them and do what you can to make him see it’s the only thing to do.

“We’re taking a trip,” Liz said.

“Okay?” Joe asked.  “Are we going shopping, or...?”

“No,” she said, “I mean a real trip.  Away.”

“Oh,” Joe said.  He sat on the arm of the couch now, listening.  “Where to?”

“Angel Hill,” Liz said.

The silence that followed was to be expected while Joe collected his thoughts.

It only took a few seconds, but it felt like almost a minute before he said, “And why is that?”

How much could she tell him?  Surely not everything.  She was afraid he wouldn’t go if he knew everything, so she had to edit the information from here on out.  Is she had any doubts about how much he remembered from their time there previously, those doubts were gone now.  Because he might only remember a little, he might remember all of it.  Either way she knew from his reaction that he remembered something, and if she was being honest with herself, remembering any of it was still pretty bad.  But this had to be done and, even at eighteen, she couldn’t leave him here.

So as much as she hated the idea, he was coming with her whether he wanted to or not.  Hell, she didn’t want to.  But this couldn’t be ignored.

The facts were right in front of her.  Over the past year alone, since some fool had bought that house and turned it into a bed and breakfast, of all things, Liz saw evidence that at least six people had committed suicide there.  Some sites likened the house to the suicide forest in Japan.  Although none of the legit articles she found said anything about suicide, it didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to read between the lines and do his own research to see the connections.

And the way she saw it, she’d been living with plenty of her own ghosts for a while now, even more recently, and she didn’t need someone else’s ghosts haunting her as well.

* * *
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SHE DIDN’T WASTE TIME, she stopped the mail that day, put everything on hold she could, and called Angel Hill to make a reservation at the Angel Hill Bed and Breakfast.  She was afraid that if she waited, she’d just put it off and put it off.

That was all on a Friday evening.  On Saturday, they were packing.

“You know I had to quit my job to do this,” Joe called from his bedroom.  “They weren’t just going to let me take off for however long we’re gonna be gone.  This isn’t fair, I’m an adult now.”

She came to his bedroom door and said, “You hated that job.  When we get back, you’ll find something else, something better.”

“And when is that going to be?”

“As soon as we can, I promise.”

“Yeah,” Joe said, turning back to his suitcase.  “Whatever.  You know I don’t have to go, and it’s not like you can ground me anymore if I don’t do what you say.”

“What’s the one mistake everyone makes in horror movies?” she asked.

He thought about it for a second, then shook his head.

“Have sex?  Do drugs?  I don’t know.”

“They separate.  When if they’d just stayed together, they could have made it out alive.  Strength in numbers,” Liz said.

“Whatever,” Joe repeated and tossed a handful of shirts into his suitcase.

Liz returned to her room to finish her own packing.

That was easier than I thought it would be, she thought.

She tried to keep her head down, her eyes on the task and her mind on the future.  She planned the route from Austin to Angel Hill and didn’t let herself look up or think about the thing crouched in the corner.

It’s not him, she told herself.  Not him.  Not him.

But she refused to look at it and confirm.

She went to the closet and pulled out more clothes and had a feeling like the thing from the corner had moved to the closet and was right at her feet, so she kept her eyes straight ahead.

She tossed aside the hangers and was folding the shirts to put them into her suitcase when her phone made a noise indicating a new email.

Liz set down the shirt, pulled the phone from her back pocket and moved to the living room to read the email.  As she walked out the door, the thing from the corner was on the bed and it made a noise that sounded like, “Mommy.”

She closed the door behind her.

The email was the confirmation she had been hoping for, along with a list of conditions and agreements.  She had sent it last night after finding the website and a contact email.  She let them know who she was, what she was doing, why she was doing it, and asked if they agreed to help her, if they could do it with discretion.  They agreed and set up a time and day to meet.

Liz looked at the date on her phone.  She had two days to get to Angel Hill.  No problem, as they were leaving within the hour.  Barring heavy traffic or accidents, they could be there in eleven hours.

She wouldn’t drive straight through, though.  They’d get a room for the night; she wanted to arrive when the sun was still out, get inside the house and re-acclimate herself to it before night fell.

The thing in the corner was back.  She ignored it and finished packing.

* * *
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THEY PULLED AWAY A little after noon on Sunday.  Liz had taken a leave of absence from work.  She worked as a secretary for a local overhead door company, starting there when they moved back to Texas to help get them back on their feet, and just never left.  The work wasn’t demanding, but the boss, a man she often feared was bipolar, was.  The number of times she’d wanted to walk out because he was suddenly questioning why she was doing this or how she was doing that, when she’d been doing it the same way for over a decade now, made her want to walk into his office some days and smash all of his Donald Trump bobbleheads.

When she called her boss and said she needed some time off to take care of some personal matters, it was like she’d asked for the keys to his car and the combination to his wall safe.

Twelve years, she wanted to tell him, I’ve been here twelve years and still only get a week’s vacation every year, and even then, I have to practically beg for those days off.  So don’t give me any shit, I need the time off, so shut your stupid mouth and approve it!

In the end, after his “We’ll see”, she’d finally told him she wasn’t coming in on Monday.  She was leaving for some family business and would be back when she was done.

“You’re really not coming in?” he’d asked, shocked that she was springing this on him.

“I’m really not,” she said.

He’d grumbled and huffed, but finally said, “Fine, yes, you can have a leave.  Let me know when you’re ready to come back.”

She wanted so badly to tell him “Never.”  After all, she could really use a little less stress in her life.  Instead, she told him, “A week.  Maybe two.  I’ll text you.”

* * *
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THE LAST TIME THEY’D made this trip, they did so in Jack’s old Blazer in search of a new life with a new job, a new house, and new opportunities.  Back in the days when Joe still called her Liz.  And when she still called him Joey.
Times had changed.  They drove this time in Liz’s Jeep Liberty.  It was three years old, but there was no shame in that; she wasn’t one of those people who had to have the latest and greatest when the one she had was perfectly capable of getting the job done.

Joe sat shotgun and the rear of the vehicle was loaded with their suitcases and a cooler packed with food and drinks.  He had his headphones in and a game flashing across the screen of his phone.

She knew she would be making most of this drive in silence, but that gave her more time to collect her thoughts about what was coming.

She wanted to look in the rearview mirror and make sure the thing in the corner hadn’t found its way into the car, but she had so far avoided looking at it directly and she would continue to avoid it if it was the last thing she did.

How many times had she woken up from a dead sleep in the middle of the night to hear it ask, “Mommy?”  Sleeping with a fan didn’t drown it out.  Nor had the white noise app.  She even tried sleeping with earplugs once but just woke up in the middle of the night with a massive headache.  She told herself it wasn’t calling to her, it couldn’t be.  But since she refused to look at it, she really couldn’t say for sure, she only knew that ignoring it like that just broke her heart every time.  But what else could she do?  If she looked at it, she knew, she would cross a barrier she could never come back from.

And so she and Joe were going far away from it, back to a place she never wanted to see again.  And she didn’t know what her goal here was, what she hoped, in the end, to accomplish, but here she was doing it anyway.  She had hoped that, during the long drive, something tangible and achievable would come to her.

* * *
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THEY STOPPED FOR THE night in Norman, Oklahoma and Liz got them a room at a Comfort Inn because the picture online had shown an indoor pool and that sounded like heaven to her.  They got their suitcases upstairs, unloaded the toiletries in the bathroom and she had changed to go check it out, leaving Joe spread out on one of the room’s twin beds, tethered to the phone charger.  He was texting with Sam, a girl he worked with before she’d made him quit his job to come with her to Missouri.

Liz put a pair of shorts and her Kung Fu Sasquatch t-shirt over her bathing suit and told him she’d be back in a bit.

“Kay,” he said and went back to his phone.

Liz rode the elevator to the ground floor and followed the signs on the walls until she found the pool.  She swiped her room key card to unlock the pool and stepped inside.  The air in there was muggy, but welcome.

The pool was empty, and she said, “Thank you, Lord,” then found a deck chair, kicked off her shoes underneath it, stripped to her bathing suit and grabbed a towel from the cubby near the wall.  She put the towel on her chair, then went to the deep end and jumped in.

The water was cold and invigorating, giving Liz the wake-up she needed from so long in the car.  She came up for air, treading water and looking around at the empty room.  She swept her hair back from her forehead and let out a deep sigh.

They were almost at the halfway point between Austin and Angel Hill, but not quite there.  Meaning it wasn’t too late to turn back and go home.  Chalk up the wasted day to folly and get back to their life.  Joe would appreciate it, she knew.

But she felt in her heart this was the right thing to do, almost as if she was being compelled to do it.  Call it her good deed for the decade.  If she could shut this place down, God knew how many lives she could save.

Something pulled her under.

Liz felt hands on her ankles, strong hands, bony hands with gnarled fingers that yanked her down.

Her instinct was to scream, naturally, but self-preservation said if she screamed now, she would surely drown and in all of Liz’s nightmare thoughts, drowning was the absolute worst way to go.

She looked down to find whatever had her and try to kick it in the face, but there was nothing below her.  Still, she felt those hands holding her under.  She tried to kick herself up again, but they had her in a death grip.  If they would just pull her to the bottom of the pool, she could try to launch herself back up.

Then she felt more hands.  Another set grabbed her waist.  One grabbed the back of her one-piece and yanked.

Her chest tightened, and she needed to breathe.

Panic set in and she looked up, but the surface of the water looked so far away.

She couldn’t go up, so she used her arms instead to try to force herself closer to the bottom.  She just needed one good push and she could, hopefully, get back to the top.

She was going to exhale in a minute, she knew it.  She couldn’t hold her breath any longer and her heart beat as it if to pound its way out of her chest.  She looked down again and this time saw it, saw something, and she knew she’d seen that before.  The bloated corpse with the rope burn around its neck.  She would never forget that sight no matter how long it had been.

And she screamed.  All the pressure in her chest, all the tension and fear she had been carrying the past few weeks, all of it came out in a rush of adrenaline and she ripped herself free of Milo Dengler’s grasp and kicked like mad for the surface.  She saw the pool ladder above, beckoning her with a promise of salvation and she headed straight for it.  If he tried to grab her again, she’d kick him in the face.

She swam, trying to reach the surface before her body forced her to try to draw another breath, and she didn’t know how deep this pool was, but the surface just didn’t get any closer.

And then she was free, bursting from the water with a huge splash and an even bigger gasp of air.  Liz practically leapt clear of the water, came back down, then threw herself at the ladder and hauled herself out quick as a blink.

She scrambled away from the edge lest Milo Dengler pull a Young Jason and try to pull her back in.  She watched the water, panting, waiting.  Nothing happened.

Finally, she stepped very cautiously to the edge of the pool and looked down into the water.

It wasn’t Milo Dengler.  Through the distortion of the water she couldn’t make out exactly what it was, but it was too small to be Milo.  He’d been a grown man when he hung himself.

Then she realized what it was, and her heart sank just as a large knot of fear rose from her stomach.  It wasn’t Milo that was holding her under, it was the thing in the corner.  She thanked God the water distorted its features so she could go on pretending to herself that she still hadn’t seen it, not really.

Don’t think about it, she kept telling herself.  Don’t think about it.  Think about what’s ahead.  Think about what you’re going to do when you get there.  For the first time in years, she let herself think openly about Angel Hill.

If, when all was said and done up there, the thing in the corner was still here, she would deal with that then.  But for now, no matter how much it broke her heart, no matter how many times it called her Mommy, Liz couldn’t think about Daniel.  Or what had once been Daniel.
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CHAPTER TWO
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STEPHANIE GARCIA STARTED her day with twenty-two emails on the company account.  Company was a bit of an oversell, but she and her partners had a website and a logo, so that counted.  The Angel Hill Paranormal Investigation Society, AHPIS as she and her partners Will Kirby and John Williams called it, spent a lot of time sorting through bullshit emails, looking for that one encounter that might lead to something big.

This morning she found three that had potential.  After deleting the other eighteen, a mix of spam and people who just wanted to blow smoke up their asses, including one from a woman who claimed she’d been impregnated by the devil after this rich kook had captured the Prince of Darkness and kept him locked up in his house and blah blah blah, Stephanie re-read the three with potential.

One was from a man who was writing a book about the paranormal goings on in Angel Hill and was looking to question the group.  Another from a woman who said she was returning to Angel Hill after over a decades-long absence and would like to talk to them about doing some work for her in secret.  The third one was from a young man who said he had been lost in a maze-like house on the outskirts of town for over a month.

Stephanie set the author’s email aside, that sounded like something she could come back to.  She looked at the other guy’s email about the maze house and didn’t see a question there, so wasn’t sure what the guy was looking for.  Maybe he just wanted to tell them about it and add to their general fund of knowledge?

The woman’s email, though, this Liz Kitch, that one intrigued her.
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“DEAR ANGEL HILL PARANORMAL,
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MY NAME IS LIZ KITCH and for a brief period over ten years ago I lived in Angel Hill with my husband and our young son.  We lived in a three-story house on Fourth Street but moved back to Texas when the house burned to the ground along with all of our belongings.

I will be returning to Angel Hill in a few days and would like to ask for your help.

The house we lived in has, apparently, been turned into a bed and breakfast, but the research I’ve done, which I would be happy to share with you, tells me that what we faced when we lived there not only hasn’t left, but has gotten worse.

When my family was in the house, we were tormented by late night sounds in the hall, mysterious voices and shapes, and then there was what happened to my son.  That’s a longer story than I want to relate in this email, and one you probably wouldn’t believe.  But suffice it to say, I believe the entity in that house is only getting stronger.

We weren’t in the house long enough to do any formal research, and my husband was, at the time, a staunch skeptic whose views on the paranormal didn’t change until it was too late.

But time has moved on and we’re all wiser and more capable now, and also there’s your group.  If it was around when we lived in Angel Hill, I’m sorry to say I’d never heard of it.

Now I have and I’d like very much to talk with you about what I’m planning.  Please email or call me if you’d like to further discuss this matter.
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YOURS,
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LIZ KITCH

––––––––
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SHE HAD INCLUDED HER address and phone number at the bottom and Stephanie emailed her back to say she was interested in her story, and once her partners arrived that day, she’d talk it over with them and they would decide as a group their next step.  But, she added in a PS, personally she was very intrigued and wanted to know more.

Liz emailed back almost immediately and said thank you and she hoped to hear from them very soon.

When Will and John showed up that day, she read Liz’s email to them and asked, “What do you guys think?”

“See what she wants,” Will said.  “I would, anyway.”

“Couldn’t hurt,” John added.

“Anything I should ask her when I talk to her?”

“The usual,” Will said.

Stephanie and Will had started the group themselves years earlier.  Stephanie had started as a member
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