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Years before my novel THE THIRD FLOOR was published, I was laying the groundwork for a sequel I didn’t know I was going to write.

The short story that eventually became “In the Presence of Loneliness” took place in the same house after the events of the then-unpublished novel, and for years had just been in my notes as “Third Floor 2: Caretaker Story”.  I had no idea what it would be about when I started it, but I was very happy with the story that emerged.

This would have been in 2010 or 2011, and it wasn’t until late 2012 when I finally decided to self-publish the novel, including the short story at the end as a little something extra for readers.  After all, I hadn’t submitted the story anywhere, and even if I did and it appeared in some random small press magazine, I didn’t expect fans of the book to search the internet for a copy, and it was doing me no good sitting on my hard drive.  And I was self-publishing, so it was nothing to just include it as a freebie.

In 2017, I wrote another short story, this time “Problems and Bigger Ones”, that just happened to take place in that same house and just happened to have ties to that earlier short story.  By this time, the image of The Lonely Man was just a vague shape in my imagination, something I wanted to write more about one day, but the story wasn’t there yet.

In 2019 I was asked to write a Halloween story for a coming attraction in Texas, a real life place that needed a backstory to help flesh it out.  So I came up with “The Nightmare Corridor”, and this time I had no idea the house on Fourth Street in Angel Hill, Missouri would play a part until the moment it appeared on the page.  By this time The Lonely Man was there in my mind, a local legend that was growing more and more powerful, but, again, there was no STORY there.  Not yet.

The story of “The Organ Grinder” was one I’d been turning over, working on here and there, for a long time, just trying to get it right and, while it had no connections to THE THIRD FLOOR, it introduced a couple of characters I have come to love writing about, and when I saw the opportunity to stick them in the house and see what happened, I jumped at it.  Yes, the characters in “The Organ Grinder”, paranormal investigators Stephanie Garcia and Will Kirby, appear in THE THIRD FLOOR 2: SUICIDE HOUSE.

This book, THE LONELY MAN: ROAD TO THE THIRD FLOOR 2, is designed to work as a primer.  While that sequel novel stands on its own, I personally feel the experience will be heightened by knowing some of the backstories of the characters, their situations and motivations, all things that are part of their world in a very real way, but the details of which would have felt shoe-horned in had I done a handful of big exposition dumps in the novel.

My solution was this companion piece, a collection of stories that all lead to one road: THE THIRD FLOOR 2: SUICIDE HOUSE.
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“ARE YOU INTO WEIRD situations at all?”

Now there was a question.  It was certainly the last thing he’d expected to be asked when he called looking for an apartment to rent, but over the past month his desperation level had risen to unknown heights and his reply was immediate and without hesitation.

“Man, I’m into whatever situation gets me out of my parents’ basement.  I’m 35, single, and I can’t be ‘that guy’, you know?”

“Well, I do have a house that I need to get someone into,” the landlord said over the phone.  His voice wavered briefly and Tom couldn’t tell if it was bad reception or hesitation.  “It’s near downtown—”

“Perfect,” Tom blurted.

“Well, it’s, like I said it’s a weird situation.  My wife and I manage some properties for a company in California who are expanding out here and they need someone to occupy this house while it’s being renovated.”

Again, he didn’t care about the specifics, as long as, at the end of the day, he was out of his parents’ basement for good.  Then a thought occurred to him.

“Would I have to help with any of the renovations?  I’m not great with stuff like that.”

“No,” the landlord said.  “That’s all taken care of, we’ve got a contractor working there with a couple other guys and they’re doing all the work.  All you’d have to do is live there.  Rent free.  Pay for your food and cable, if you want it, and stuff like that.  The owners just don’t want the place to stand empty while the work is going on and all that equipment is there.  I mean, you’d obviously have to keep the place clean, take out the trash and stuff.”

“That sounds perfect.  Can I take a look at it?”

“Sure, any time you’re available.”

“Is now too soon?”  He didn’t want to sound pushy, but his excitement was getting the better of him.  If asked, he’d have said it had been the words “rent free.”

“Sure,” the landlord said.  He gave Tom the address on Fourth Street and said he could be there in ten minutes.  Tom hung up, pocketed his phone and left his parents’ through the garage.
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HIS “SITUATION” HAD been far from ideal the past month.  The split had been sudden, and he’d had time enough to grab the essentials.  His clothes, toothbrush, computer and a handful of CDs went with him and that was basically all he’d been living with the past four weeks.  He still didn’t fully understand the break-up but when he looked back, he saw how distant Julie had been and, when he thought about it, he knew the signs had been there.  But none of that helped him to understand why.  Most likely he never would.  All he could do, he felt, was try to get on with things the best he could, tackling the issues of the present.

His room in the basement was cozy, furnished with a couch—on which he slept—and a TV, plus a bathroom over to the side where the washer and dryer were situated.  A door to the garage provided private access coming in or going out.  But there was that damn door at the top of the stairs.

Tom told himself he liked his privacy and when he came downstairs he shut the door behind him.  But when his mother came down to get laundry or otherwise check up on him, God forbid she make sure the door click behind her on the way up.  So Tom was left in the basement watching television or reading with a half-opened door, which was placed midway between his parents’ dining room table and their television, either listening to his aunts cackling around the table as they played cards or the crime shows his father always watched with the volume blaring because the old man was nearly deaf.

This is what he told himself, but it wasn’t the whole truth.  The truth was, all that noise and laughter upstairs just made him miss Julie and the times they had together.  He missed having someone to watch television or even just share a meal with.  He could go upstairs, sure, but it wasn’t the same and, he felt, would probably just make him feel even lonelier.  There would be people and company, sure, but it wasn’t home.

So he decided to get his own place and get back to living.

And once he saw the place, Tom’s first thought was, “Oh hell yeah.”
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THE HOUSE WAS THREE stories if it was an inch.  The top two floors were still under construction and a sheet of plastic hung in front of the stairs leading to the second floor.  The front door entered onto a landing with stairs to the left going either up or down.  The bottom floor, where Tom would be staying, opened onto a long hall running the width of the house, with two rooms on either side, two bedrooms at the front of the house and a living room and kitchen at the back.  The bathroom was to the right of the stairs.

The place still held onto a faintly smoky smell, but the landlord assured him it would be gone when everything was done.

Tom loved the house immediately and the landlord gave him an application to establish character and employment and they parted ways.  A few days later, Tom was moving in.

To make the house feel like home he borrowed the couch from his parents that he’d been sleeping on plus a chair and a television, then bought dishes and groceries and a small table which would double as a desk when he was on the computer.  His parents had an old box spring, which he bought a mattress for and Tom suddenly had a real bed again

He liked the house the first couple of days.  He liked the feeling of coming home to a place that was his.  He liked the quiet.  On the third night, however, the quiet closed in around him like a cocoon and he had to escape and go for a drive.  That too proved to be too solitary as he found himself driving past restaurants where he and Julie had eaten or stores where they’d shopped, and while those places were full of people in the midst of living, none of them were Tom.  The emptiness had followed him.  So he went home and went to bed, hurrying the process of morning and work, which always kept him busy and too preoccupied to think about how much he hated his new life.

That was the night he thought he heard mice, scratching behind the walls, scurrying through the plaster and lathe, trying to get out.

It didn’t take much to convince him to get out of bed and go buy poison right away.  Thirty minutes later, the green blocks were in place and Tom was back in bed.

The next day the workers returned to the house and his loneliness was gone.

He met the lead man, Henry, and they shook hands and Tom asked if there was anything he could do and Henry said, “Just don’t touch anything and let us know if the dust gets to be too much.”

“I will,” Tom said.  He met the two other workers, shook eagerly, glad to have more than his own presence in the house for a change, but Rodney and Taylor—those were the names of the workers—didn’t seem interested in letting Tom into their club, so he went back down to his part of the house and tried to decide what to cook for dinner.  A frozen pizza would do, but he had a better idea and he went upstairs and asked, “Anyone up for pizza?  My treat.”

At “My treat,” Rodney and Taylor both said, “Hell yeah,” but Henry shook his head and said, “No, we can’t do that.  Thanks, though.”

“You can, really,” Tom said.  “I’m ordering one anyway, and it’s just me; I’m not going to eat the whole thing tonight..”

“We’ll help,” Rodney said from behind a drywall lift.

“Alright,” Henry agreed.  “Fine.  If you say so.  Thanks.  Now you two get that ceiling up, no one eats anything until it’s all up.”

Tom nodded and returned to the first floor, smiling inside, and for the first time in a long while, feeling like he was part of the world again.
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THE WORKERS LEFT THAT night with full bellies, leaving Tom and an empty pizza box behind.  Tom took a bath, then spent an hour watching television with the volume too loud as he tried to fill the house with voices and laughter.  Then at one point he heard Henry walking around upstairs.  He wondered at first what the man could be doing up there, then decided he’d probably forgotten something and had come back for it.  Tom went up to say hi and help him look if Henry wanted him to.

He pushed through the plastic and went upstairs, but the grand room at the top of the stairs was empty.  Tom looked in what would be the dining room, asking “You forget something?”  But the dining room was empty, too.  So were the kitchen, the bathroom and the study.

He heard something out in the hall and thought it was the plastic being rustled, so he went out to look and found the front door standing open.  The storm door was shut, and Tom cupped his hands around his eyes and pressed his face to the glass, but didn’t see Henry or either of the other two outside.

“That was quick,” he said.  “Guess he found it.”  He closed and locked the door and went back downstairs, deciding he might as well go to bed.
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TOM DIDN’T DO WELL living alone.  He had never done it before, had always had roommates or lived with a girlfriend, and so didn’t have years worth of tricks to pass the time and stave off the solitude that seemed to plague his every lonely moment in this house, binding him like a straitjacket.

On the days the workers didn’t show, he started movies he never finished or went for
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