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THE KITCHES ENTERED ANGEL HILL the same way everyone did: US 169.  They came from the south, having arrived after an almost two-day drive from Houston.  They spent the night just over the Missouri border in a small town they couldn't remember the name of and drove the rest of the way to the northern part of the state in one stretch.  Jack was ready for bed.  Liz was ready for something besides sitting in the car.  Joey was asleep in the back seat.

Once they entered town, Liz was ready to find the first motel and search for the house in the morning.

"Come on," Jack said.  "We’re in town now; we’ll just find the house.  We’ll be there in twenty minutes."

"We don't even know the streets here," Liz said.  "Let's just get some sleep and we’ll find the house in the morning."

"I've got directions," Jack countered, pulling directions from his breast pocket.  He handed it to Liz, then turned on the dome light.  "Read it to me."

Liz took the paper and tried to focus her eyes in the glare of the light.

"Turn right when you get to Vogul," she said.

"Then what?" he asked.

"Then turn left when you get to Seventh Street."

Jack followed her directions, turning when he found the street she mentioned, then looking for the next one.  And, like Jack had said, before they knew it, the Kitches were on Fourth Street, pulling up in front of their new house.  Liz looked past her husband to the three-story block standing thirty feet back from the street.  Even with a streetlamp in front of their house, it was dark.  Not just the house, but everything around it, as if the house sucked up any light that dared come near it.

"That's it?" Liz asked, sounding less than thrilled.

"That's it," Jack said.  He didn't sound entirely convinced, himself.

"Is there going to be electricity?"

"Of course," he said.  "I had it turned on two days ago.  And the Realtor said they'd have it aired out for us.  The only things we'll be missing tonight are beds."

They got out and Liz lifted Joey from the back seat while Jack got the sleeping bags from the rear compartment.  He closed the door and went up to the porch.  After some jiggling and fighting, they got the door opened and were inside.  Jack locked the door behind them.

"So they aired it out," Liz asked, "or they were supposed to air it out."

"She said they did," Jack said, wincing at the smell of dust.  He found a light switch and flipped it.  Nothing happened.  "Nice to know quality work is alive and well in Angel Hill," he said.

"Where are we going?"

"Downstairs," he said, leading the way.

The porch entered onto a landing between the first two floors and the way down looked, to Liz, like a physical invitation to Hell.  "You didn't bring a flashlight, did you, Mr. Genius?" she teased.

"We weren't supposed to need one."  He missed the last step and stumbled, spilling the sleeping bags and his keys all over the dark hall.  There was a jangling and Jack said, "Shit!"

"What," Liz asked, shifting Joey to her other shoulder.

"I think I just kicked the keys down the cold air vent."

"Nice."

"Hush up."

They found one of the bedrooms—at least, they thought it was a bedroom—in the dark by running a hand along the wall until coming to a doorway.  That was where they spent the night.  They spread the sleeping bags on the floor, slept on one, covered with the other.  In the middle of the night Jack woke up when he heard a door close, then footsteps padding down the hall.  He reached over and felt Liz next to him.  Joey had to pee, he thought, then was asleep again before his son came back.  He woke up again, what seemed like only seconds later, to Joey's screams.

Shit, Jack thought, he's realized he doesn't know where he is.  He's lost in the hall in the dark.

He began to get up, then realized Joey was right next to him.  Liz was already comforting the boy who was crying over a nightmare.  Jack put his head back down and fell asleep again instantly.

By the time he woke up, Joey and Liz were gone.  Jack raised his head and looked around, trying to force focus on the room.  Liz had opened the windows, and Jack's first Angel Hill summer breeze blew by.  He leaned up and realized they'd spent the night in the living room.  He could see Liz in the kitchen just ten feet from him.  She had her back to him, staring out the back door.  From outside, he heard Joey laughing.

"What time is it?" he asked.

She didn't answer, so he asked it again, louder.  Liz jumped and caught herself before she yelled.  "Shit, you scared me."  She looked at her watch.  "It's almost nine."

"Good, the movers should be here by noon.  We can get something to eat and be back with plenty of time"

"Plenty of time for what?" she asked.

"Good point," he said.

Then Joey rushed in, slamming the tin storm door behind him.  "Dad," he said.  "Is this whole house ours?"

"It sure is," he said, sitting up and smoothing the wrinkled length of his pant legs.  "Will this be enough room for all your toys, do you think?"

"It might be," Joey said.  Then he turned to Liz.  "Who lives up there?"  He pointed toward the ceiling.

"Nobody lives up there," she answered.  "The whole building is our house.  And nobody else’s."

"Wow," Joey said, his eyes wide with childish joy.

"Yep," Jack said, pulling his shirt down over his stomach, "all ours, babe.  And we can do anything we want to it.  What color would you like your bedroom to be?"

"Pancakes," Joey said.

"Pancakes."

"Yep," he said, smiling wide. "Then if I wake up some day before you and Liz, I won't be hungry waiting for you to get up and fix my breakfast."

"I see," Jack said, smiling as he stuffed his feet into his shoes.  "Tell you what, how about we have pancakes for breakfast now, and while we do that, we can pick a color for your bedroom."

"Okay."

Jack went to brush his teeth, and when he came back, he said, "Shit, I forgot I dropped my keys last night."

"I’ve got a set in my purse," Liz said.  "We can look for yours when we get back."

"And we don’t know where the restaurants are."

"Just drive.  We'll find something, or someone who can tell us.  Stop at a gas station, if you see one."

While Jack drove the unfamiliar streets of Angel Hill and Joey played in the back seat, Liz whispered to Jack, "It's been a year now, Jack, and he still calls me Liz."

"I'm sorry," he said back, quietly.  "Give him time.  He's six.  For the first five years of his life, the boy didn't call anyone Mom.  He met you as Liz.  When he's ready, all right?  Just relax.  At the very least, you're more mother to him than his real mother ever was."

"That doesn't help.  That's all the more reason, in fact."

"He will.  I'm telling you.  Just let him do it when he's ready.  Here's a gas station.  Let me fill up and we'll find out where the closest restaurant is."

Jack came back from paying for the gas, holding a map under his arm.  "The guy inside said there's a diner on . . . " he unfolded the map and scanned it, starting in the top left corner and moving across, then down an inch, and back again until he found, "tenth and Marshall.  Well, that's easy to find."  He started the car and pulled away, heading for breakfast.

They were soon walking into the Grand Prize Diner and heading for a booth.  Jack and Liz grabbed menus and Joey pulled the dessert card from the wire mount against the wall, staring with big eyes at the ice creams and pies.

"Pancakes, first," Jack said.  "If you've got room left, we'll think about ice cream."

"Okay.  I'm gonna eat twelve, or maybe a dozen pancakes," Joey said.  "I'm starving to death."

"We'll see," Jack said.

A waitress came and wrote down their orders, smiling at Joey as she walked away.

"Did you have a hard time finding the bathroom last night, Joe?" Jack asked.

"What?" Joey replied.

"When you got up last night to pee," Jack said.  "Did you get lost, not knowing where you were?"

"I didn't get up," Joey said.  "Except when I had a bad dream."

"No, I heard you close the bathroom door and come back down the hall."

"Huh-uh," Joey said.  He was still eyeing the desserts.

"Was it you?" Jack asked his wife.

"I didn't get up," she said.  She stared out the window at the strange new city.  "It's not a very . . . what's the word I want? . . . classy place, is it?"

"Angel Hill?  I don't suppose it's any different than any other city.  It's smaller than Houston, but it's big enough."

"But it's nine-thirty in the morning.  It's the beginning of summer.  Where's the sunshine, the birds, and the sounds of lawnmowers?"

The food came and Joey dove into his pancakes, stuffing half of one into his mouth before Jack had the chance to ask if he wanted syrup.  Liz and Jack ate hungrily, but civilly, unlike Joey who acted as if he hadn't eaten his own dinner the night before, plus the half of Liz's cheeseburger she didn't finish.

"What’s the rush?" Jack asked.

"I'm hurrying up so I can have ice cream."

––––––––
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BACK IN THE CAR, JACK asked Liz, "So you didn't get up last night?"

"No," she said.  "And I'm pretty sure he didn't, either."

"Man, I was sure I woke up for a second and heard him coming back down the hall."

"I don't think he would have found the bathroom that easily by himself, in the dark, in a house he's never been in before."

"I didn't think so, either.  But I was sure I heard him.  What was his nightmare about last night, did he tell you?"

"No," she said.  "He just said he was scared, as if we couldn't guess that.  Did you hear that scream he let out?"

"No, it only scared the shit out of me.  I woke up thinking he must have cut an arm off or something."

"Me too—turn left here—I about had a heart attack myself."

Jack glanced into the mirror and saw Joey watching out the window, his head moving from side to side, and his mouth moving in silent song.

They pulled in front of the house and looked at it again, this time in the full light of day.

"Well, I guess it doesn't look so bad," Liz said.  "It sure is big."

"Sure is," Jack said.  "But you were the one who wanted a house you could work on.  They said the top two floors needed a lot of work, so have at it."

"I meant I'd like to paint a couple walls, maybe get new carpet in the living room.  I didn't mean I wanted to do an entire house."

"I'll help you, of course," he said.

"Sure you will."

They got inside and had just decided which of the two bedrooms would belong to whom when the banging started.  Jack slid Joey off his back and went up to the front door to let the movers in.  Their house in Houston hadn't been a third the size of this one, so everything they had fit on the first floor.  Liz directed traffic, while Jack helped unload the truck and bring boxes and lamps, the microwave cart, and an end table up to the house.

Meanwhile, Joey explored.

The bottom floor consisted of two bedrooms, a living room, kitchen, a bathroom, and a hall that divided the floor, with the bedrooms on one side, the rest of the rooms on the other.  At one end of the hall stood a wall, at the other end the stairs went up to the landing at the front door.  A 180-degree turn led to the second floor.  There were four more rooms up here and another bathroom.  A third flight of stairs ran to another landing and another 180-degree turn that led to the third floor.  This floor had one large central room that branched off to four smaller rooms and a final bathroom.

Joey stood on the top landing, staring up at the third floor, not wanting to go all the way up.  He looked up at the ceiling that seemed to rise forever above him.  It was easy to feel so small in this house.  It would be easy to get lost.  He couldn't believe they had this whole place to themselves.  Maybe there were people who lived here nobody knew about.  It would also be easy to hide, especially up here, without anyone finding you.  Joey took a step up, then froze when he heard movement up above, from somewhere on the third floor.

He was too short to see over the top of the stairs without going further.  He stopped and listened, but the sound didn't come again.  He waited, then decided he really had heard something, but didn't want to see what it was.  He didn't have to see to know it scared him.

Only silence came.  He didn't even hear his dad and the other men coming in and out of the front door with their things.  Joey turned and bounded back down the steps, hurrying as if being chased, and he knew if he turned around, he just might see something coming down after him.  He raced to the bottom floor and into the living room, leaping onto the couch.

"What's the matter, Joey?" Liz asked.  She scooted a box of dishes into the kitchen.

"Do you promise my bedroom is down here?"

"Of course, silly-head.  All our bedrooms are down here.  It'll be a while before we move anything upstairs."

"Do you promise, even if Dad says I have to move my bedroom upstairs, do you promise I can stay down here?"

Liz looked at him crookedly, wondering what was the matter.

"Of course.  He wouldn't make you sleep upstairs unless you were older and you decided you wanted to."

"Promise?"

"What's wrong?  Did he say you were going to sleep up there?  He was just trying to scare you.  He's being silly."

"He didn't say anything.  I just don't want to go up there."

"Okay.  Now come here and help me put up these dishes."

Joey ran into the kitchen where he was safer with Liz than on the couch.

Liz put away the last plate and closed the last cabinet as Jack came into the room, rubbing his eyes.

"All done."

"You got everything?"

"I hope so.  If I didn't, it's still in Houston.  The truck's empty.  Wow, you got all this stuff put away already?"

"Already?  You've been unloading that truck for over two hours.  I didn't even think we had two hours’ worth of stuff."

"Well, we put some of it away as we went.  The beds are put together and . . . listen."

Liz was quiet, head cocked.

Jack held his breath and waited.  After a minute, he said, "Maybe not.  I thought I heard a mouse in the wall.  I didn’t even think to check for mice."

"Well go get some traps," Liz said.  "We're not sleeping here with mice.  I'm not coming in here in the morning to find mouse poop on the counter.  Go, go.  There's a store in town somewhere.  Don't come back without at least half a dozen."

Jack groaned and rubbed his head.

"But I'm so tired from carrying every single piece of furniture we have out of the truck, up to the house, and down all those stairs," he whined.  "Can't I do it later?  Or tomorrow?  Tomorrow sounds like a good time."

"No," she said.  "I'm telling you, if I see a mouse run past me I'm gonna freak out.  Please."

"Well," he assented, "we do need food, too.  I'll grab a few things for the next couple days.  Then you can go get all the good stuff once we get settled.  How's that?"

"Whatever," Liz waved him away, "just don't come back without traps."

"I won't," he said, kissing her head.  "I'll see if Joey wants to go.  Where is he?"

Liz scanned the kitchen.  "He was in here, helping me.  I don't know."

Jack found him asleep on the couch.  Joey's two middle fingers hung limply from his mouth and his knees were tucked up underneath him.

"I guess he doesn't want to go."

"That's okay.  I'm kind of beat, myself.  I'm gonna lay down for a little bit, too."  Liz stretched and yawned, mocking Jack who wrinkled his face and growled at her.  He kissed her again and was gone.

Liz found their bed, unmade, of course, in the bedroom directly across the hall from the living room.  If she kept the doors open, she'd be sure to hear Joey if we woke up.  She stretched out on the bare mattress, covering her head with her arms, and drifted off immediately.

Her mind went far away and her thoughts made everything a jumble, mixing Joey calling her Liz with the thought of Alex.  Things could change completely in one year.  It took Alex only that long to decide their marriage wasn't working.  So why, after a year, did Joey still call her Liz?  Jack was probably right, Joey would call her Mom when he was ready.  And what if he never did?  Was it really a big deal?  Liz had already been more mother to him than the real one.  Everyone knew that.  What he called her shouldn’t matter that much.  She knew he already thought of her as a mother, and that would be enough.

She came half out of her doze when the bed squeaked and she felt someone lying behind her.  She didn't want to wake up, not yet.

"Jack?" she murmured.  When he didn't answer, she decided it was Joey.  She smiled in her sleep and felt fine.

She woke up later when she heard Jack coming down the hall and the crinkle of grocery sacks in his arms.  She rolled off her side of the bed, stretched, and looked down at the empty spot where she’d expected to see Joey.  Where was he?

He must have heard Jack coming and got up, too.

Liz wandered into the kitchen to put the groceries away while Jack finished carrying them in.  She stopped in the doorway and her fingers came away from her eyes, suddenly clear, her vision fine.

Joey lay sleeping on the couch, his two fingers still hanging from his mouth.

He must have come back in here after I fell asleep, she thought.  That had to be it.  Because she knew she felt someone on the bed; the mattress squeaked, and she felt the weight behind her.  Then again, there was every possibility she’d dreamed it.

Liz pushed it away and went into the kitchen to make sure Jack hadn't forgotten the traps.

"So what do you really think?" he asked, pulling a package of traps from the bag.

Liz took the traps and opened them, knowing this would be the only time she touched them.  Once set, they were Jack's domain.  And once used, she didn't want to see them.

"Think about what?" she asked.

"The house?  Honestly?"

He pulled a jar of peanut butter from the bag, handed it over.

"I told you.  I think it's big."  She set the peanut butter on the counter next to an unwrapped trap.  "God, I just realized I haven't even been upstairs yet.  All I've seen are the few rooms down here.  Why don't you finish with the traps and I'll go see the rest."

Liz rounded the first landing and saw the huge open room in the middle of the second floor.

"Wow," she said.  "That's a big room."

She continued up and wandered the second floor, marveling at the spaciousness of the rooms.  Each room boasted high ceilings, clean white walls.  There was a door leading off from the main room.  Liz opened it to find the perfect study.  Even though the room was empty, one wall held a five-shelf built-in bookcase and Jack could move his desk in here and have an official home office.

There were two windows in the room, one looking out on the front yard, the other on the front porch.  Liz was leaned over, watching the houses across the street when she heard thumping.  She stood up straight and listened.  It came again, from above.  Joey was upstairs?  She hadn't heard him coming up, but she heard him now, and he sounded like he was having fun up there.

She poked her head out of the room.  The stairs were there in front of her and the space was open all the way to the third floor ceiling.  She heard him making play noises, the rrrrrrrrrr of an imaginary car engine.  He chuckled.  She smiled.  He made another sound, something she couldn't distinguish, and then he screamed, loud and high.  Liz leaped up the stairs three at a time, yanking herself around the post when she reached the landing, then up to the top.

When she reached the third floor, she found herself confronted with four choices.  Each door was closed and Joey was nowhere.  She entered the first door on the left and found an empty room.  Another door in here led to a corner room.  It too was empty.  Liz went into the next room and found nothing except ugly yellow walls.  Then another empty room, and finally a dirty, but no less empty, bathroom.

So where was he?  She made the rounds of the rooms again, calling, "Joey.  Come on out.  What's the matter?"

He wasn't up here.  But she'd heard him.

Just like you felt him get into bed with you?

But I did feel him, she told herself.

So where is he?

I don't know, she thought.

Then, before Liz could move, the scream came again, directly behind her.  She whirled, expecting to see Joey lying half-dead, by the sound of that scream.  But she was alone.

Liz turned and went down the stairs quicker than she'd come up them.

When she got to the bottom floor, she found Jack in the hall, shining a flashlight down into the cold air vent.

"I gotta get my keys out of there," he said.

"Where's Joey?" she asked, ignoring his search.

"On the couch, last I saw.  He was waking up a bit, but he was still in there.  Why, you find something upstairs he'd like?"  Again she didn't respond, but if Jack had bothered to look up, he would have wondered why his wife was staring at him like he'd just crushed her cat's head with a hammer.

Liz went into the living room.  Joey was awake, a toy car in his hand, driving it along the edge of the cushion.

"What'cha doing?" she asked.  She sat next to him, just behind his outstretched feet.

"Playing."

"Did you have a good nap?"

"Uh-huh."  She nudged his feet and he kicked back, a game they had.

"Did you just wake up?"

"No, I been awake fifteen hours already.  I'm hungry."

"We'll eat in a bit.  Did you go upstairs to play when you got up?"

"Huh-uh."  He rolled his car along the couch and didn't bother to look back when he said, "I don't like it upstairs."

"You don't?"

"No."

"Are you sure?"

"I know I don’t like it up there."

"I meant, are you sure you didn’t go up there?"

Of course he’s sure, she told herself.  What’s he going to do, forget?  Stupid question.  No, he said he hadn’t, so he hadn’t.  Didn't explain what she’d just heard, but something would, she was sure.  She hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep since they left Houston three days ago; her mind was messing with her.  It was a bird outside, or in the ceiling, that’s all it was.

Didn’t sound like any bird I ever heard of.

Then again, who knows what kinds of birds were common to Angel Hill.  A Screaming Banshee bird might be a common sound in this town.  She hoped not.

Was it just a couple hours ago he’d come to her begging not to have to sleep up there?  She wondered now if he’d heard something up there, too.

You know, not all big houses are haunted, she told herself.

"I don’t think they knew I was listening," Joey said.

"What?"  She hadn’t been listening, either.

"The ones upstairs, I don’t think they knew I was listening."

"There’s no one upstairs," she told him.

He didn’t respond, just turned back to his car and drove it over the bumps in the cushion.

She wanted to continue with this and see what he meant, but instead she took a lesson from Jack and tried to think it through.  He heard people upstairs.  Of course he did, she thought, the movers were in and out.  Maybe they were talking about something and didn’t know Joey was listening.  It’s not impossible, is it?  That’s what he meant.

She didn’t ask what he’d heard, a conversation, a thump, a scream—bird, she reminded herself—and she wouldn’t ask because it was their first day in their new house, the first day of their new lives and right now the uneasy feeling in her gut had her so clenched—from a stupid bird?—she knew she’d be sore tomorrow.

She put it aside and went into the hall

Jack pointed the flashlight into the cold air vent in the floor, still searching for his keys.

"Are you hungry?" Liz asked.  He left the beam pointed where he had it and looked up.

"What?"

"You want a sandwich?"

"No.  Thanks.  I’ll get something later."

Liz turned away, leaving Jack to his keys.  In the kitchen, she made Joey a peanut butter and jelly, set it on a plate next to a couple of cookies and called him into the kitchen.

"But there's no table," he said.

Liz realized he was right and looked around.  Surely with all these boxes, he could sit on something other than the couch.

"Can I eat outside?"

Liz smiled at his ingenuity.  "Yes, that's a good idea.  It's an awful nice day."

The backyard had two levels and they sat together on the step from the higher to the lower.  Liz wondered at the huge back yard that included the empty lot next to their house.  Jack will have a ball mowing this thing, she thought.

Joey chewed loudly, mostly playing with his sandwich and munching the cookies.

"Put the cookies down," she said.  "You can eat those after your sandwich."

"Just one more?"

"No.  Now eat."

Joey nibbled the bread.  A drop of jelly oozed from the bottom and dropped to his leg.  He didn't notice it.

She turned around to stare at the house and noticed for the first time another door, about ten feet to the left of the back door.  She got up, asking, "Where's this go?"

Joey sat staring at his food.  He stayed put as she reached the door, turned the handle.  It was locked, but she pushed against the door anyway.  It didn't budge.

Just then Joey laughed and pointed.

"Look, Liz," he said, smiling, "a naked woman!"

Liz looked and sure enough there was a naked woman, an old naked woman from the looks, staring at them from the window of her apartment in the building just across the alley from the Kitch house.

"Joey, don't look at that!"  She tried not to laugh.  Liz covered Joey's face and the old woman ducked behind her curtain.  Her face peeked out again, just enough for her to see Liz was still trying not to watch.

"Come on," Liz said.  "I think we can go inside now."

"Did you see her?" Joey laughed.  "She was naked."  He laughed with childish hilarity and almost dropped his plate.  A cookie slid toward the side, but stuck in a smear of peanut butter.  Joey kept laughing as Liz carried him in and set him on the couch.  She plugged in the television, then went looking through the maze of junk for the DVD player and Joey‘s cartoons.

Jack came into the room, tossing the flashlight onto the couch, asking, "What's so funny?"  She told him and Jack said, "Great.  Nice to know we picked the good neighborhood."

"Did you find your keys?"

"No.  I'm going to have to take the vent cover off and get down there myself.  Those keys are down there, I just can't see them from up here."

"Why don't you just make copies of mine?"

"Because my keys would still be down there and it would bug me."

"I see," she said.  She spotted the DVD player and pulled it from the box it had been stuffed into.  She was unraveling the cord when she remembered, "Do you know where that other door outside leads?"

"What other door?"

She told him and Jack said, "That goes to the laundry room.  It's downstairs."

"There's another floor?" she asked.

"Two, actually," he explained.  "The basement has two levels.  The laundry room on one, and then another level down to the furnace and the water heater."

"This house is just too big.  And you have to go outside to get to it?"

"No," he laughed.  "You can get outside from the laundry room.  There's a door by the stairs in the hall that leads down."

Liz shook her head at the floor and asked, "How did I miss all this stuff?  I was up before you, I looked around.  I was even outside earlier this morning.  I'm just not paying attention to anything."  She searched for an outlet to plug the television into.

"There's one by the window," Jack said, then.  "You just gotta realize, babe, I got the brains of the marriage, you got the body."

"Oh, so I'm stupid, but hot, right?"  She plugged in the television, then set the DVD player on top of it, hooked it up, and plugged it in.

"Hey, I didn't say stupid."

"You didn't have to."  As she talked, she tried to find the box with Joey's cartoons.  She should have packed them with the DVD player.

"What I meant was, um, see, uh, what I—"

"That's okay," Liz smiled.  "I know what you were trying to say.  We'll just leave it like it is for now."  Jack groaned and frowned at Liz.  She raised her eyebrows at him, then turned toward the bedroom.  "You can look for Joey's movies.  I'm gonna do some unpacking."

"Do you want to go out for a little bit instead?" Jack asked.

Liz stopped in the doorway.  "What did you have in mind?"

Jack shrugged.  "Just a drive around.  I've got a week until I start work, we might as well get as used to Angel Hill as we can."

Liz shook her head.  "Naw, I'd just as soon get this mess out of the way.  But why don't you take Joey for a ride around town?  When you get back, I should have the bedrooms livable and then I'll start dinner."

Jack asked Joey if he wanted to go and Joey leapt at the chance.

Liz started by shoving her dresser into place against the wall and filling it with her clothes.  Jack's dresser would go against the opposite wall, on his side of the bed.  She put the clothes away and made the bed.  She was about to start on the bedside table, setting the clock, locating outlets for the lamps, when the front door slid open then clicked shut.  She yelled, "You guys are back soon.  I'll be done here in a minute.  Why don't you start on Joey's room while I'm cooking?"

She'd found an outlet on her side of the bed for the clock and now her lamp stood next to it on the table.  Jack's side didn't have an outlet.  She'd either have to get an extension cord to another outlet, or he'd have to forego his bedside lamp.

She realized then that no one had come downstairs yet.  She stepped into the hall and called out, "Are you guys coming down or what?"

But no one answered and, in fact, when Liz listened, she didn't hear anything at all.  No feet moved around upstairs, no boards creaked overhead.  She walked closer to the stairs and listened again, then called, louder, "Are you guys coming down?  I'm gonna be making dinner in a minute.  What do you want?"

Again there was no answer.  She stepped up to the landing, annoyed that they were ignoring her.  "Joey," she said, "who wants candy?"  When Joey didn't come running and screaming, she decided Jack had told him to keep quiet and they'd scare her.  But she was smarter than that.

"It's not going to work, Jack," she said.  "I'm going downstairs."  With that, she clomped back down to the first floor and into the bedroom.  She moved into Joey's room to start his unpacking.

Before she even got started on his clothes, she heard the front door again.

"Nice going," she yelled into the hall.  "I can hear the door from down here, you know."

"Liz?" a voice called down.  It sounded like Joey, kind of.  But he sounded odd.  Had he hurt himself, she wondered.  I'd better go see if he's okay, she thought.

Liz dropped his clothes on the floor and went upstairs to the landing.  They weren't here.  Maybe Jack had taken him up to the second floor bathroom for whatever reason.  The voice came again, "Liz," from upstairs.  She went to the second floor bathroom, but it was dark, empty.  The door stood open and as she leaned in to close it, the voice came again, "Liz," from behind her.  She turned, expecting to see Joey in the open main room, but Joey wasn't there.  No one was.  But the voice had been right behind her.  She let go of the bathroom door and stepped toward the main room when it came, "Liz," right behind her again.  This time it had come from the bathroom and Liz could see clearly that the bathroom was dark and empty.

Panic welled in her; her heart skipped a half dozen beats and her stomach wanted to hide in her knees.  Her breath caught and she turned to dart down the stairs.  She almost rounded the landing and leapt to the bottom floor, but she bolted through the front door instead.  Liz sailed down the porch steps to the walkway, down the path across the long front yard and finally down another small set of steps leading to the street.  She stopped and turned back to look at the house, expecting any of a dozen horror movie scenes to be playing out in front of her eyes.  Instead, she saw their new house.  Nothing else.

The upper windows didn't glow with eerie light, nor did macabre figures stare out at her.  She caught her breath, calmed herself down, and looked up at the house again.  She stared at it then, waiting, daring something to show itself.  When nothing did, she decided she had come all the way from Houston to live in Angel Hill with her husband and son and this was their house now.  No matter what may lie in the shadows of this house, it was theirs now and if she heard a noise every now and then, well, what house didn't make noises?

How many houses call you by name?

Shut up, she told this inner voice.  Lots of things sound like Liz.  There's biz, quiz, wiz, fizz.  And when she thought about it, she wasn't entirely sure what she'd heard had been a voice.  In all the recorded history of ghost hunting, no one had yet to supply any kind of proof solid enough to convince all the world's skeptics.  Why was that?  Because everything was always explainable some other way.

Another Angel Hill bird.  The Talking Liz bird maybe.

But you heard the door open.

No, she told the voice.  I heard something.  I've been in this house, what, fifteen hours, suddenly I know all its noises?  No.  I heard something, but that's all.  It could have been a breeze blowing against the door.

Just then, their Jeep rolled up behind her.  The horn honked and Liz turned, glad to see Jack and Joey home again.

"Wanna get some supper?" he asked.  "We found a good restaurant."

––––––––
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LIZ ORDERED A POT ROAST dinner while Jack and Joey both had hamburgers.  Liz thought about telling Jack about the noises, but decided it wouldn't be a good idea in front of Joey, so she kept quiet.  They laughed and talked about the new town and Jack's new job.  He would take part of tomorrow and go visit the plant, an electronics company that built control panels for utility trucks.  After paying the check, Jack let Joey leave the tip and the six-year-old bounded back to them at the door.  They drove around for a while, sightseeing and familiarizing themselves with their neighborhood.  While it darkened outside, Joey dozed in the back seat.  Jack said, "I wonder if there's a music store in town."

"Didn’t you just change those strings a few weeks ago?"

"Yeah," he said.  "It was my last set, though.  I like to have them on hand, just in case."

"Oh."  Liz turned her attention back to the window.  Angel Hill was now a blur of light and dark patches whizzing by.

By the time Jack pulled up outside the house, Joey was asleep and Liz also felt exhaustion coming.  Her head rested against the glass, enjoying the coolness of it after the summer heat of the city.  All thoughts about the sound earlier that might have been her name being called—or might have been the Talking Liz, native to Angel Hill—were forgotten.

Jack got the door open and Liz carried Joey.  They let him sleep with them since theirs was the only room close to done.

In the middle of the night, Jack roused just long enough to hear Joey coming back down the hall.  While he was almost asleep again instantly, he was conscious enough to know he didn't remember feeling Joey actually climb onto the bed.
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CHAPTER TWO
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OVER THE NEXT FEW WEEKS, the house became theirs.  The first floor was unpacked and decorated, pictures on the walls, plants in the windows, the couch pushed against the wall and the cable hooked up.

The bedrooms were arranged and the sheets covered the mattresses.  Joey only occasionally asked to sleep with Jack and Liz.  Usually they let him.  Sometimes they told him to sleep in his own room like a big boy.

The front door was usually locked, Jack and Liz opting to use the back door instead of dealing with the stairs, especially with an armload of groceries.  Jack's keys were still lost, and it drove him crazy like he knew it would, but they simply couldn’t be found.  He'd copied Liz's and had been able to get another house key from the realtor's office.

Liz had begun making plans for the second floor restoration, spending as much time as she could at McCauley's Hardware, choosing paint colors, light fixtures, a good varnish for the hardwood floor that drew your attention in the open main room.  It was easy to concentrate on the house; being new in town, they hadn't found time to meet anyone who might steal their free time.  Jack had found a music store and found, not only new strings for his guitar, but a big white acoustic with a pearl pick guard and gold edging.  He was thinking of buying it as soon as the big checks started coming in.

A week after moving in, he'd taken his guitar and amp to the third floor, thinking up here he could turn up the volume a little without blasting out his wife and son's eardrums.  He plugged into the corner room wall socket, flipped the power switch and waited.  When the amp never warmed up, he checked the plug.  It was in, but nothing was coming out.  He flipped the breaker in the basement, but still the outlet didn't work.  Nor did any of the other outlets on the third floor.

He went to the second floor, but the best he got there was a crackle with the intermittent whine of guitar strings.  On the first floor, closed off in their bedroom, he played.  The headphones were on, so all Joey and Liz heard was the strumming.

A couple weeks later, Liz had just finished the first coat of burgundy on one of the second floor's main room walls and was covered in red specks from the roller.  She considered a bath, but didn't want to soak in a tub of red water.  The shower was in the second floor bathroom, but she hadn't used it yet.  In fact, after the name-calling incident, she’d not used the upstairs bathroom at all.  But by now enough time had passed, while she recalled the event, the emotional memory had faded quite a bit.  In fact, that entire day was such a jumble of hustling and moving and noise and people through the house . . . she had been sleeping before it happened and now two weeks later, couldn’t say with all certainty that hadn’t been part of it.

She flipped on the light and found it brilliant.

"What the hell wattage is that?" she asked.  "Two million?"

Well, it was bright enough; whatever she hadn't liked about this room couldn't possibly be as sinister in this light.  She brought her things from downstairs, towel, soap, robe, and closed the door.  The bathroom was small and had no windows.  It filled with steam quickly.

She lathered up and began to scrub at the paint freckles.
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JOEY LAY SLEEPING IN his bed.  He'd finally dozed off with a truck in his hand, sleep claiming him just as the truck topped the crest of Pillow Hill.  His leg twitched as he dreamed.

For years, Joey had dreamed about his mother, whom he'd never met.  Although his dad never told him, Joey knew his mother had left very soon after he was born.  He also knew Liz was just as good as a mother, even if she wasn't the real thing.  But he dreamed about his mother a lot.  Until recently, anyway.

Lately his naptime dreams had been scattered bits of weird.  In the current dream, Joey was playing at the park a few blocks down the street from their house.  He was playing hide and seek with some other kids from the park, and Joey was it.  He covered his eyes and counted to ten, then yelled, "Ready or not," and twirled to see it was getting dark.

Joey walked around the park, alone and searching for someone, anyone else.  For some reason, his parents weren’t around, and when he yelled for the other kids to come on out, he couldn't find them.  He went behind the bathrooms, but no one was hiding there.  He checked in the tunnel on the jungle gym, but no one was hiding there, either.  He climbed to the top of the slide, looking out over the entire park.  The sky looked pale green, like it was going to storm, and a breeze chilled Joey's legs and arms where his clothes didn't cover.

Then he spotted someone.  From the top of the slide, he could see a kid sitting on a bench by the water fountain.  Joey slid down, leaped off the edge into the sand, and ran to the bench.

It was a girl.  Her head was down and blonde hair hung in her face.

Joey asked, "Where did everyone go?"

She didn't answer, but her feet kicked back and forth, too short to touch the ground.

"I thought we were playing hide and go seek," Joey said.  "I guess I'm not very good at it 'cause I can't find anybody."  Joey glanced off to the parking lot and realized all the cars were gone.  He was really alone at the park with just this little girl, and she wasn't even talking to him.

Joey slid toward the edge of the







[image: ]













[image: ]

























[image: ]























































[image: ]











































































[image: ]




































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
) |C.DENNIS
MOORE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





