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	For the house. For every whisper in the walls, every echo in the vents, every ghost child sprinting down the hall at 2 a.m. For the land that remembers, the cemetery that shifts, and the stories that refuse to stay buried.

	And for my husband who loves me, supports me, and still sleeps soundly in a place where the appliances talk to the dead.
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	It Came from Next Door 

	Rural Illinois – 1993

	 

	W


	hen Jesse and her husband, Cole, found the house out in the country, they couldn’t believe their luck. Four bedrooms, three full baths, five acres, and a cute little farm next door all for a price that felt like a blessing. The only eyesore was the massive 1980s satellite dish the previous owners had left in the side yard. But in the grand scheme of things, the big white saucer on a stick was a minor annoyance.

	As they settled in, Jesse and Cole quickly befriended the elderly farming couple next door. Cole often helped Mr. Green with chores he could no longer do safely, and Mrs. Green fed them every Sunday after church as thanks.

	Some evenings, Jesse and Cole sat by the fire pit with their new neighbors, listening to stories of farm life and how things used to be. Jesse especially loved Mrs. Green’s tales from her years teaching in one-room schoolhouses. The Greens were the sweetest couple — full of joy, humor, and sage advice.

	But as fall slipped into winter, and winter thawed into spring, everything changed.

	One afternoon, Jesse came home from her teaching job and stopped at the end of the long driveway to collect the mail. She turned to wave at the Greens — and froze.

	The farm next door looked… dead.

	Perplexed, she got back into her car and drove slowly toward the house, studying the neighboring property for any sign of life. There was none.

	Inside, she asked Cole what was going on. Why did the farm look abandoned?

	Cole stared at her like she’d grown a second head. “Jess, that place has been abandoned since we moved in. Almost a year now.”

	“That’s impossible,” she insisted. “We just had dinner with them four days ago.”

	Cole shrugged and went back to his game, effectively dismissing her.

	Shaking her head, Jesse went to the spare bedroom. Its windows overlooked the farm. She stood there for a long time, watching for movement. After thirty minutes without so much as a bird flying over the property, she finally gave up and went to make dinner.

	The next day at school, she found herself distracted, replaying every memory she had of the Greens. It was impossible — impossible — that the farm had been abandoned. She and Cole had spent months visiting the old couple. Determined to get answers after work, she pushed through the day.

	When she pulled into her driveway that afternoon, her heart leapt. Mr. Green was sitting in an old metal chair in the front yard.

	Odd spot, she thought — right by the fence line. Still, she waved as she grabbed the mail. When he didn’t wave back, she assumed he was napping. He hadn’t moved at all.

	That night, while checking the doors before bed, she glanced outside. Mr. Green was still in the chair.

	It was nearly dark. Why hadn’t he gone inside?

	By the time she checked the back door and returned to the front room, both the chair and Mr. Green were gone.

	The next afternoon, he was back — same chair, same spot, same posture. Jesse went to the spare room for a better view. He appeared to be sleeping, though the brim of his hat cast his face in shadow. Something seemed different, though. He looked… smaller. Slouched.

	As the days passed, Mr. Green appeared in that chair every afternoon, shrinking a little more each time. His clothes hung looser. His limbs seemed thinner. Jesse became convinced he had to be dead. What else explained the stillness? The shrinking?

	She told none of this to Cole. He’d just say she was dreaming again.

	After three weeks of watching the old man with growing dread, Jesse grabbed a pair of binoculars. She focused on him, watching for any sign of movement. Minutes passed. Nothing.

	Just as she lowered the binoculars, she thought she saw a twitch.

	Her breath caught. She refocused. One of Mr. Green’s hands jerked against the arm of the chair.

	Jesse gasped.

	Then his whole body twitched — violently, like something waking from a long, unnatural sleep. Slowly, he sat upright. His head turned toward her house with a stiff, jerking motion.

	When he lifted his face, his eyes glowed red like burning coals.

	He lurched out of the chair and staggered toward the fence, never breaking eye contact. With unnatural, spasming movements, he climbed the fence.

	Jesse finally broke from her trance and screamed as he lurched toward the house—

	Jesse woke with a start, heart pounding. A nightmare. Just a nightmare.

	She exhaled shakily and got out of bed. The smell of coffee drifted down the hall — Cole must already be up.

	Yawning, she shuffled into the kitchen, grabbed a mug, and poured herself a generous cup. Through the window, she saw Cole sitting on the back deck with a newspaper. She walked to the door to say good morning — and froze.

	Mrs. Green was kneeling beside him.

	Her face was covered in blood.

	Jesse watched in horror as Mrs. Green took a massive bite out of Cole’s neck. The mug slipped from Jesse’s hands and shattered on the floor.

	Mrs. Green’s head snapped up at the sound. She lurched to her feet and staggered toward the door, banging on it with blood-slick hands. She pressed her face to the glass, teeth gnashing.

	Jesse backed away, unable to scream.

	Arms wrapped around her from behind — cold, rigid, unyielding. Mr. Green.

	She screamed as he tore into her neck with rotted teeth. Warm blood sprayed her face and soaked her shirt.

	Jesse awoke with a violent scream.

	A nightmare within a nightmare. She hated those.

	Shaking, she stumbled to the bathroom to splash water on her face. The smell of fresh coffee drifted from the kitchen again. She forced herself to breathe and walked toward the bedroom door.

	She opened it.

	Mr. Green stood there — desiccated, eyes glowing red.

	He lunged.

	She fell beneath his weight, feeling her life spill hot across the floor. As he gnawed at her flesh, Jesse saw Cole standing in the doorway, his own eyes glowing the same hellish red.

	Her final scream tore from her throat as Cole fell upon her, ripping away her cheek.

	 

	[image: Image]
 

	Mr. Keen – We Love You

	 

	T


	he famed horror novelist stretched and yawned as he walked to the kitchen for some coffee. He had stayed up until the wee hours working on his latest novel and felt like a bull had used him for a door mat.  Once the java was brewing, he perused the village newspaper; it didn’t take long as the paper mostly consisted of lost dog notices, yard sales, and recipes.  

	Shaking his head with dismay, he removed his glasses to clean them on a corner of his flannel robe.  As he absent mindedly polished the spectacles, he looked out the kitchen window and saw something blurry next to the wrought iron fence along the village sidewalk.  Once he put his glasses back on, he could see the blurry object was a frumpy looking woman staring at his house.

	Shrugging, he figured it was just another fan and turned to pour a cup of coffee.  When he looked out the window again, the woman was gone.  Thinking nothing more of it, he poured the rest of the coffee into a thermos and made his way across the old Victorian home to his messy office.  

	Just as he put his fingers on the laptop keyboard to type, his wife paged him from the kitchen.  He got up with a sigh and walked to the antiquated intercom on the far wall, tripping over the old iron in the middle of the floor.  “Fraking frik-a-frak!”

	“Well good morning to you too, dear.” His wife groused over the intercom.  The author looked; he had stopped his fall by placing his hand on the device, a finger on the talk button.  

	“Sorry, dear.  I tripped over the damned antique iron on the floor.” He glanced at the offending thing.  “Why is it on top of an old towel?”

	“Because your wonderful mutt dropped a clunker and I had to clean it up.  Will you please trim his butt fur today?”

	Steffan sighed.  “Sure thing, dear.”  He looked down at the huge St. Bernard who had just walked into the room and sat next to him.  “Really, Twinkie?  You had to drop a clunker in the office?  Couldn’t you have done that in her craft room?”

	“I heard that!”

	The author cringed.  “Sorry, Petunia.  Didn’t realize I still had the button pressed.”  He took his finger off the intercom.  “Now you got me in trouble, jerk.”  He said looking down at the dog.

	Twinkie stopped panting and looked at him with the saddest of dog eyes.  He left the room hanging his head.  

	“Oh, geez,” Steffan looked out the pocket door at the retreating mass of mutt.  “I’m sorry buddy, don’t go!”

	Twinkie turned around, tail knocking the antique plant stand over.  He trotted heavily back to the office, and head butted his master in the side, slobbering all over the robe. The Saint Bernard plopped down on the author’s foot.  “That’s my boy,” Steffan said grimacing from the weight, patting the dog’s head. 

	“Steffan?” Petunia’s voice crackled again.  

	He pushed the talk button.  “Yes, dear?”

	“Did you see that woman standing on the sidewalk staring at our house?”

	The author’s scalp began to tingle.  He’d seen this movie before, and it was based on one of his books.  “Is she short and frumpy?”

	“Yes.”

	“What is she doing?”

	There was a pause; Steffan knew his wife had gone to the kitchen window to get a better look.  He winced as the feedback barreled through the intercom when Petunia hit the talk button.  “She’s just standing there holding a folder –“His wife’s voice cut out then came back.  “- at the house.”

	“Okay.  As long as she stays on the village sidewalk and doesn’t touch our fence we really can’t do anything.”  

	“All right,” his wife replied.  “But if she isn’t gone by the –“Silence.  “-my nail appointment, I’m calling the cops anyway.”

	“Yes, dear,” Steffan replied.  He looked down at the dog.  “You do know that my foot is asleep, right?”

	Twinkie looked up at his owner, burped, then resumed panting; he made no effort to move.

	“Thanks pal.” The author replied yanking his foot out from under the massive mutt butt.

	The next morning when the horror novelist saw the frumpy woman out on the sidewalk, he decided to go ask what she was doing.  Halfway across the lawn, he realized he was still in his pajamas, robe, slippers, and had bedhead, but he decided to trudge forward anyway.

	“Just what do you think you are doing?” He demanded, standing on the other side of the gothic wrought iron fence, hands on his hips.

	“Oh!  Mr. Keen!  An honor to meet you sir,” She gushed.  “I started reading your novels when I was eight and credit you as an influence.”

	He peered down at her through his glasses.  “An influence for what?”

	“Well, my writing, of course.” She said holding up an old Harry Potter folder stuffed to the point of ripping.

	“Really?” He rolled his eyes.  How many times had he heard that one?  “Wait – you started reading my books when you were eight?”

	She nodded.

	“Where were your parents?”

	She wrinkled her brow in confusion.  “What do you mean?”

	The author crossed his arms.  “It seems to me that if you were reading my books at age eight, you weren’t supervised very well.”

	“What?”

	“Seriously,” he began.  “Who lets their child read my stuff at age 8?  Couldn’t you have started with Nancy Drew, or something – you know – books that were geared toward that age?”

	She looked at him sideways.  “I read Nancy Drew at age 4.”

	Keen was impressed.  “Really?  Early reader then, that’s good.”  He shook his head to get back on task.  “Again, what are you doing here?”

	She flushed and looked down.  “Well, I was hoping that you would read my work, maybe help me find an agent and get published.”

	Keen laughed.  “That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard!”  He stopped.  “Well, actually, that is kind of clever.”  

	“I got the idea from you, sir.” 

	The author sighed, scratching the back of his neck.  “You read my autobiography too, huh?”

	She nodded, smiling.

	“Nope – won’t do it.” Keen replied.

	She dropped her arm holding the folder, crestfallen.  “Well, that’s not very Christian of you.”

	“Don’t care.  You need to starve and suffer for your craft like the rest of us had to.  You think this was all handed to me on a gothic silver platter?” He asked, pointing back to the Victorian mansion.  

	“Of course, not-“

	“Good!” He thundered, red in the face.  “Go work a crappy job and write on your downtime like millions of other wannabes!”  He stormed back to the house, almost losing a slipper in the wet grass.

	“Am there and doing that!” She yelled at his back.   When the front door to the fine Victorian specimen slammed shut, the wannabe writer narrowed her eyes.

	 

	The next morning, Keen’s writing chi was interrupted by his wife’s crackling voice over the intercom.  “Steffan, that woman from yesterday is in our yard.”

	The author groaned, resting his head on the keyboard.  He got up to reply.  “I’m on it.”

	“Shouldn’t we –“the intercom cut out “-the police?”

	“Nope.  I have a plan.”

	Keen called to his trusty St. Bernard.  When Twinkie trotted heavily from the parlor, Keen led the mutt to the front door.  “Okay – sic her!”  The author ordered.

	Twinkie leapt out of the door with a woof and charged the stranger on his lawn.  The woman didn’t budge.  She just stared the dog down until the behemoth slowed to a walk and sat at her feet. Twinkie held up his paw for a shake, doing the dog eyebrow thing. 

	The wannabe writer shook the beefy offering, and bent down to read the dog’s name tag. She stood up with a smirk.  “Really?  You sicced your crème puff of a St. Bernard named Twinkie on me?  How’d you think that was going to work?” She called out to the author.    

	The horror master rested his forehead on the door frame.  “Oh for frak’s sake!”  

	“Read my stuff!” She yelled holding up the Harry Potter folder.

	“No!” Keen screamed, slamming the door shut.  

	An hour later the frumpy woman climbed over the fence into the Keen yard.  She walked around the landscaping to see where the writer was.  As she continued to sneak through the shrubbery, a tree began to follow her.  

	When the wannabe found a place to hide with a perfect view of the writer’s office, the tree that continued to shadow her stepped on a stick.  She whirled around to see a man dressed as a tree wearing overalls.  “Meteor poop!”  The tree yelled.

	She sighed, placing her hands
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