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A Word from the Author

Welcome to The House in the Middle of the Street. This house exists timelessly in the shadows of our family secrets, and its rules imposed on each who claim ownership of it. Set foot within its walls, where beautiful promises are made, heart-filled hopes are heard throughout the night, and our ravenous desires are revealed. All on the eve of a brand New Year.

As you enter, keep eyes wide open and attentive your ears. Perhaps, if you have a GOD, bring them with you. Kindly know, in life there are specific times and specific places, where instructions need to be followed. And though we are all fellow travelers, moving side by side, it is best to remember who and what we may be traveling with.

Before I go, do consider this: on certain days and on certain nights, if and when you hear a sturdy knocking at your front door, please, dear readers, please, be selective whom you invite in.

—JSG





Foreword by Marilyn Minter

Anyone who loves fairy tales will love this story. I couldn’t get enough of them as a kid. The magic. And more so, the darkness. Because in the darkness is where every fairy tale unfolded. The good ones, anyway. So, when I read The House in the Middle of the Street, a story written by my friend of over twenty years, Jennifer Sklias-Gahan, I was immediately taken back. Because she created her own fairy tale.

A tale in which through the seemingly simple act of opening a door and inviting someone in, the reader is summoned to see the darker side of human nature, dependency, and insatiable desire. This isn’t a happily ever after sort of tale for kids. It’s a cautionary one for adults. One that channels life experience, real generational “curses” and the gaping holes of addiction. And that drives home the message that no matter how much we feed ourselves, we can still be empty. As an artist who explores similar subjects in visuals, I am enthralled by how Jennifer brought these themes to life through an almost rhythmic cadence. How she vividly describes her family of characters and the chilling atmosphere that surrounds them. The rest is for you as the reader to uncover. To reveal what layers of this story speak to you and your own history. But as you read, just remember this: on certain winter nights when your door is knocked upon—be selective just who you let in.



Marilyn Minter is an American artist currently living and working in New York City. Minter’s work has been included in the Whitney Biennial, and installed several billboards in Chelsea, New York City in collaboration with Creative Time. Her video Green Pink Caviar was exhibited in the lobby of the MoMA from 2010–2011. Minter is represented by Salon 94, New York, Regen Projects, Los Angeles and Baldwin Gallery, Aspen.
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The House

There once was a house and it sat in the middle of a simple and quaint treelined street. A well worn grey stone wall lined its front yard. At its center stood a small wooden entry gate painted a clean white. The gate was marked with shiny black metal numbers that read seventeen. They glistened and matched its black handle which unlocked and opened easily with a light turn, leading you down a grey stone path to the front door. A beautiful woman named Rebecca lived in this house with her faithfully devoted husband. They were happy and they were proud.

The house had originally belonged to a Great Great Aunt of Rebecca’s named Minerva. Minerva lived in the house all the days of her life and she died there, on the very last night of the year. She was found, on the morning of the New Year, dead in her house by Nester and his wife Agatha the house’s long-time caretakers. They found her peacefully sleeping in her armchair. Beside Minerva on her table stood a simple glass jar, sealed with a shiny golden lid. The jar was marked with the date of the year just passed. Resting by the jar was a golden sealed envelope embossed with the initials MA reading, the last will and testament of Minerva Atreus. In it, Minerva had written her final earthly wishes,

The House bequeathing the house to her next of kin and all of its belongings, she put aside a solid sum providing her beloved caretakers Nester and Agatha with all they would need for the rest of their lives, along with a sealed letter reading: “Instructions for the Keeper of the House” to be given to whomever took legal ownership of it.

[image: A pencil sketch of a sealed envelope with a wax seal featuring a decorative emblem.]
None of her next of kin came forward to claim the house. Some neighbors speculated that the relatives passed on such a beautiful home because of the rumored hauntings attached to it; the wild sobs of a young woman heard through the whirling winter winds as the year closed, coupled by a sturdy knocking that emanated onto the street even over Minerva’s nightly piano playing. No neighbors or caretakers of the house ever asked Minerva about the sounds heard. They knew Minerva’s teenage daughter had died there during childbirth along with her offspring.

They were a superstitious and God-fearing people, they understood it was best not to question the difficulties within families. They knew these things do not necessarily end with the closing of one’s life. Sadly and strangely Minerva’s daughter died on the very last night of the year, just as Minerva would years later. And so the house sat and sat for many many years, with only brief visits from the caretakers Nester and Agatha to air the house out and clip the lawn.

One day a distant relative of Rebecca’s passed her information to the firm who handled Minerva’s estate. They confirmed Rebecca as being next in the family line to inherit the house and all its belongings if she so wanted. Rebecca and her husband were thrilled and received the house gratefully.

They had heard of the odd happenings surrounding the house and its original residents; Rebecca and her husband thought how sad and exaggerated it was that Minerva’s closest relatives couldn’t or wouldn’t receive this beautiful home. They themselves were glad, for this stroke of luck came at just the right time in their lives as they were starting a family together. And so, Rebecca requested an address for her distant relative in order to thank him or her properly. The request was denied, only a message was sent to Rebecca through the firm; “Enjoy the house, please follow the clear instructions for the keeper of the house, and once you have gone simply pass this on.”

With the arrival of Autumn, Rebecca and her husband moved into the house welcoming this new chapter of their lives; in this neighborhood, on this street, and in this house. It was the house of their dreams. And as the last of the season’s leaves blew out, in came the arrival of their first child, their daughter was born.

And as their good luck would have it, Miss Eleanor, the daughter of the late caretakers Nester and Agatha, was quite a good and helpful hand to nanny their newborn baby. They were indeed happy and quite proud as they lived together in the house in the middle of the street.





The Very Last Day and Night of the Year

Winter came and brought this warm and tidy family to the very last day and night of the year. On the eve of that new year, Rebecca baked a “special” bread for their evening dinner to celebrate their good fortune. As Rebecca opened her kitchen window the sweet smell of the baking bread twirled out into the clear cold air. Outside winter’s wind whirled and whirled sweeping into the kitchen through the window with a sound like a long-reaching cry. Rebecca, a bit chilled, wrapped her sweater around her, laying her eyes out onto the horizon.

Rebecca’s husband came into the kitchen,

“Rebecca, you’ll freeze us out my love, it’ll be the death of us.”

“Oh my, of course, my darling, you are right indeed…I drifted off to another place, the sounds of winter have put a spell on me,” said Rebecca.

Rebecca’s husband immediately went to shut the window. As he closed it a last thick breeze charged in knocking down a row of books on the kitchen shelf. A letter with a golden wax seal embossed with the initials MA fell from the shelf of books, flat down onto the kitchen counter.

It read “Instructions for the Keeper of the House.”

Her husband looked at her calmly,

“The windows stay shut for now Rebecca, the baby will catch a chill.”

He picked up the books that had fallen and set them back, handing the letter to his wife.

“Oh,” Rebecca said, “the letter, I was wondering where it went, I’ll open it up a bit later on.”

Rebecca flipped through the pages of one of the books titled “The Ancient Art of Bird Watching,” that had fallen off the shelf. It was quite an aged and well-used book with its hard edges now soft and fraying and its pages delicate and smooth.

It contained the most beautiful and detailed gouache illustrations of birds known to roam the earth as well as those of mythological and mystical origins. She stopped at a gorgeous illustration of the three winged monsters Homer named Harpies from one of the scenes in The Odyssey, as they seized the huddled daughters of Pandarus. Rebecca’s husband looked over her shoulder onto the illustration. They looked at the image together. “Excuse me, sir” said a gentle voice from outside the kitchen door.

Both Rebecca and her husband looked up at Eleanor standing in the archway of the kitchen door with their newborn swaddled sweetly in her arms. Eleanor’s warm brown eyes shined as the sun streamed onto them through the window.

“Might I shut the opened windows in the house, the winds are picking up?”

“Yes, of course, Eleanor, you’ve read our minds,” said Rebecca. Eleanor nodded with a smile. She looked at Rebecca and her husband and said,

“Ahhh I see you’ve found Minerva’s prized book.”

“Oh my, was it a favorite of hers?” asked Rebecca.

“It’s quite beautiful and delicate. We should rebind it.”
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