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​Chapter One: The Box
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It was a quiet Tuesday morning when the box arrived. No return address, no postage, just a weather-stained cardboard cube left on the front steps of the Lakeville Historical Society. Ellie Sharpe found it there at 9:13 a.m., just as she was balancing her lukewarm coffee in one hand and fumbling for her keys with the other.

She paused. The box was small, maybe the size of a shoebox, taped neatly but carelessly. Someone had scrawled across the top in black marker: “TO BE ARCHIVED — PRIVATE COLLECTION.”

It wasn't unusual for people to donate odd things. Old scrapbooks, newspaper clippings, family Bibles with fraying ribbons, sometimes even mystery items they’d rather forget—divorces, war medals, foreclosure notices. The Historical Society had become more of a confessional than an archive.

Still, something about this one felt different. She stared at it for a moment too long, the way you might hesitate before opening a letter that smells like a memory you’re not ready for.

Ellie bent down, picked up the box, and carried it inside. The front door gave its usual moan, then clicked shut behind her. The archive room smelled like dust, lemon polish, and microfilm—just as it had for years.

The reception desk was cold. She set the box down, peeled off her coat, and sipped her coffee. Bitter. Burnt. Exactly as it always was from the gas station down the street.

She opened the box carefully, slicing the tape with the edge of her keycard. Inside, layers of tissue paper surrounded a bundle of objects: a small cassette player with three labeled tapes, a handful of black-and-white photographs, a thin leather-bound diary, and a note on yellow paper.

The note read, in block letters:


“For preservation. His story was almost lost. Don’t let it be.”


No name. No date.

She picked up the first tape, labeled: "Caleb Dawson — March 11, 1997."

The name didn’t ring a bell. Ellie had lived in Lakeville her whole life, minus four years of college in Columbus. She’d walked these same cracked sidewalks, attended the same high school, worked at the local library before getting this job. She knew the names that floated through town like fog—Reeds, Hannigans, Whitlocks. But Dawson? Never heard of him.

She turned the tape over in her hands. Her fingers trembled slightly, which irritated her. She wasn’t the trembling type. Steady, practical—that was how she’d survived being a mom at 22, how she handled losing her father at 15, how she paid the mortgage and kept the lights on even when funding for the archive threatened to dry up.

Still, something about the objects in this box tugged at her. Not fear, exactly. Not even curiosity. A weight. Like someone had whispered her name in a room she didn’t know she was in.

She looked at the old cassette player. Miraculously intact. She slid in the tape and pressed "Play."

There was static at first, then a soft clicking sound, like fingernails on a table. A man’s voice broke through—calm, low, and thoughtful.


“March 11, 1997. My name is Caleb Dawson. I was a teacher once. I lived at 814 Ashbrook Lane. I taught at Lincoln High School. You may not remember me. That’s... the point, I think.”


Ellie froze. The address. 814 Ashbrook Lane.

That was her address.

She stopped the tape. Her heart kicked hard, once. Then again. She looked out the tall front windows of the archive building. Across the street, the bakery was opening. Cars rolled lazily past. Everything was normal. Everything looked normal.

She hit rewind. Let the tape click back to the beginning, then pressed play again.


“...814 Ashbrook Lane. I taught at Lincoln High School. You may not remember me...”


The voice didn’t sound threatening. It wasn’t a confession. It was closer to a diary. Melancholy, patient, but insistent. Like a man afraid of disappearing before finishing a sentence.

Ellie shut off the tape. She sat back in her chair, hands in her lap, eyes fixed on nothing.

That address. That wasn’t a coincidence.

She’d bought the house three years ago, a fixer-upper. The real estate agent, a woman with peach lipstick and too much perfume, had told her, “It’s been empty for years. Previous owner moved out suddenly. Estate sold it cheap.”

There had been no mention of a Caleb Dawson. No papers left behind. No trace of anyone but a few cracked photo frames in the attic and a stain on the ceiling that never fully went away.

And yet here it was. His voice, clear as water.

She turned her attention to the diary. The leather cover was scuffed but intact. No title. Just a name embossed faintly inside the first page: “Caleb E. Dawson.”

The handwriting was delicate, looping, almost too elegant for a man. The first entry was dated October 2, 1996. The sentence read:


“There are things this town does not want to remember. And yet I cannot forget them.”


Ellie felt her throat tighten. It wasn’t just a historical artifact. It was a plea.

She glanced at the photographs next. One showed a man—dark hair, wire-rimmed glasses, modest smile—standing in front of what looked like the old Lincoln High building. Another showed children on a playground. The third was blurrier: a man and a young woman standing by a lake, mid-laugh, faces partly cut off by the frame.

She reached for the second tape. Her hand paused midair.

Not yet. Not here.

Instead, she opened her drawer and pulled out a blank intake form. Name: Caleb E. Dawson. Date Received: Unknown. Contents: 3 cassette tapes, 1 diary, 3 photographs.

Under “Remarks,” she hesitated. Then wrote: Possibly suppressed subject. Unrecorded in local memory. And then, almost as an afterthought: Address match with recipient. Possible link.

Ellie leaned back in her chair.

The overhead lights buzzed faintly. Somewhere down the hallway, the radiator hissed.

Outside, the day looked ordinary. But Ellie Sharpe, sitting alone in the archive room, knew something had shifted. Like she had opened a window that should have stayed shut.

She didn’t believe in ghosts. Not really. But this didn’t feel like one.

It felt like someone was trying to be remembered.
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​Chapter Two: The Man Nobody Knew
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The next morning, Ellie woke early, long before her alarm. A thin mist hung over Ashbrook Lane, and the silence of the street felt unusually heavy, like the world hadn’t quite finished assembling itself for the day.

She padded downstairs, barefoot on cold hardwood, and stood in the kitchen with her hands wrapped around a chipped mug of coffee. The sun hadn’t yet touched the treetops. Her son, Ben, was still asleep upstairs, tangled in blankets and dreams. She cherished this quiet hour before school, before work, before the full weight of decisions and errands.

But this morning, her mind wasn’t on grocery lists or library invoices. It was on Caleb Dawson.

That name had followed her into sleep and lingered on the edge of every dream. In one, she was standing outside Lincoln High, watching the building sink slowly into the ground. In another, a voice whispered her name from inside the walls of her house.

She had left the box at the archive overnight, locked in her office drawer. But she had brought the diary home.

It sat now on the kitchen table, waiting. She opened it carefully, flipping past the October 2 entry to the next few pages. The tone was reflective, melancholic—but not dramatic. Caleb wrote about lesson plans, loneliness, fragments of his childhood in Lakeville, a vague sense of unease he couldn’t place.


“People forget things here. Whole pieces of life just vanish. You ask someone about the fire at the Granger farm and they say, ‘What fire?’ And yet I remember the smoke in the air for days. Either I’m losing my mind, or someone’s taken something from theirs.”


Ellie frowned. She remembered the Granger family. A large farm just off Route 8, with the red silo you could see for miles. But she didn’t remember any fire.

Maybe she hadn’t lived here when it happened. But still...

She tucked the diary back into her tote bag and walked upstairs to get Ben ready for school.

By 9:00 a.m., she was back at the archive. The building still smelled of musty paper and old furniture polish, and the floorboards creaked in the same places they always had. The familiar setting felt oddly comforting after the strangeness of yesterday.

She booted up the clunky desktop in the reception office and started digging.

She searched “Caleb Dawson” in the Lake County census records. Nothing. She tried school employment archives. No mention of a Dawson ever teaching at Lincoln High in the ‘90s. She even tried local obituaries, which were usually the most reliable. Still nothing.

Next, she pulled out the town directories from 1995–1998. These were massive leather-bound books—part phone book, part address record. She flipped through, finger trailing the D section.

No Caleb Dawson.

But at the bottom of the 1996 directory, under Ashbrook Lane, her street, she found something odd.

814 Ashbrook Lane — Listed simply as: “Vacant.”

She felt her chest tighten.

That wasn’t unusual, per se. Houses sat empty. People moved. Records were updated slowly. But for three years straight?

She stood up, went to the backroom storage, and pulled out the box of yearbooks from Lincoln High. The school had donated a set every year, mostly out of habit. Ellie hadn’t looked through one in ages.

She opened the 1997 volume. Flipped to the faculty page.

No Caleb Dawson.

She flipped through the entire book—staff, club sponsors, volunteers, even the sports section. No one by that name.

She checked the 1996 and 1995 books. Nothing.

It was like he never existed.

But the diary, the photographs, the tapes—they said otherwise.

She returned to her desk, unsettled. Just then, the bell above the front door jingled. A cold draft swept in.

“Morning, Ellie,” came a voice.

It was Mrs. Candace Bishop, a lifelong town resident and one of Ellie’s part-time volunteers. She was in her seventies, cheerful in an overly formal way, always wearing too much perfume and the same pearl earrings every day since Ellie had met her.

“I brought you that clipping from the Times-Union. The one on the courthouse renovation.” She tapped the manila envelope in her hand.

“Thanks, Mrs. Bishop,” Ellie said, standing. “Can I ask you something weird?”

“Oh, darling, you know I live for that.” She smiled, slipping off her coat.

“Do you remember a man named Caleb Dawson? Taught at Lincoln High? Lived on Ashbrook Lane in the '90s?”

Mrs. Bishop’s expression didn’t change—at first. But then a slow cloud passed across her face, like something tightening behind her eyes.

“Caleb Dawson...” she repeated. Her tone was light, but her hands gripped the edge of the desk. “No, I can’t say I do.”

“You were on the school board for a while back then, right?”

“Eight years,” she said. “We kept detailed records.”

“So if someone taught at Lincoln, you’d remember?”

“I suppose I would,” she said carefully. Then, “Why do you ask?”

Ellie hesitated. She couldn’t say too much yet.

“Found a few things while sorting donations,” she lied. “Some tapes. A diary.”

Mrs. Bishop tilted her head. “Tapes?”

Ellie nodded.

“Well,” Mrs. Bishop said, smoothing her skirt. “People donate the strangest things. Old letters, ghost stories. Even a raccoon skull once.”

Ellie smiled, but it was thin.

“I’ll let you know if I find anything else,” she said.

“Please do.” Mrs. Bishop gave a tight nod and turned toward the hallway, where the newspaper archives waited.

As soon as she was out of sight, Ellie made a note: Mrs. Bishop recognized the name. Hesitated. Lied.

She sat back, staring at the box again. The second tape lay there, labeled “Caleb Dawson – May 22, 1997.”

She pressed play.


“They told me to stop asking questions. That it was better not to stir things up. But it wasn’t about scandal. It wasn’t about the girl. It was about what we let ourselves forget. And if you’re hearing this, then you
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