
	One house... three families... separated by decades... What happens when their lives collide?

	 

	 

	Jonathan and Rafe Wilkins-Campbell have just bought their dream home. They thought it was a place they could both settle and enjoy the good life.

	They were wrong.

	Strange things begin to happen during the renovation, inexplicable events that defy logical explanation. When things finally get back to normal, Jonathan and Rafe enjoy getting wrapped up in the chaos of settling into their new home.

	However, all is not what it seems, and The House on 16th Street and its inhabitants have their own idea of how things should be. Jonathan and Rafe find themselves trapped within it, victims of the house’s every twisted need, and they will need every fiber of courage and determination they possess to make it through.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	March, 1955

	 

	Her gaze locked on the young, frightened boy who lay face down, helpless, on the dirt, the booted foot of the man standing over him placed in the middle of his bony, malnourished back. She heard snickers from the people surrounding her, and someone’s grunt from behind made her skin crawl. The group pressed in, getting closer to where she stood. But she couldn’t look away from the boy. His pleading, tear-filled, swollen eyes turned her way and struck her in place.

	“You want me to let him go?”

	The woman shivered at the sneer in the man’s voice. Slowly and with great trepidation, knowing she had everything to lose and nothing to gain should she ignore him, her gaze looked away from the boy and met the speaker’s gloating face.

	“Here,” he said in a soft, kind voice.

	Her vision narrowed as she watched the man reach down and gently take hold of the boy’s shoulder-length, black hair. With a sharp twist of his wrist, the man yanked it up until the boy had no choice but to tilt his head back and up, baring his neck. He quieted, but his tears continued to fall, as his resigned gaze locked onto hers, rendering her speechless.

	No!

	Her silent scream went on and on and on... she wanted to scream it out loud, but she couldn’t.

	She knew she shouldn’t.

	She wouldn’t.

	“I’ll let him go. Now that we have you, we won’t need him.” The man threw a supercilious smile her way, revealing blackened teeth. His contempt clear in the cruel glint in his eye and the curl on one corner of his lip.

	Dread rising, she looked around her, confused when the other men surrounding her laughed and hooted in glee. They were so loud, but she dared not say anything. She shouldn’t. She couldn’t. Before she could comprehend the meaning of his words, her eyes locked onto the evil-looking knife the man held against the boy’s neck.

	But, he’s so young. He’s only a boy!

	The boy’s mouth moved in a silent whisper, begging her to help him, begging her not to move. Her gaze stayed with his even as the leader casually ran the blade across his neck.

	“No!”

	The echoing sound of her scream woke Bridgit to reality. Shaken and confused, she sat up. Frantic, she looked around her small bedroom, her heart hammering so furiously she could hear it beating. Tears fell unchecked down her face before she realized that it had all been a dream.

	Thank you, Lord! Oh, thank you!

	The bed dipped beside her, and with a faint flick of a switch from her husband’s side of the bed, light flooded the room. A gentle hand stroked her arm.

	“Hon? You okay? Had that bad dream again?”

	Bridgit looked down at Ross lying beside her. Even half asleep, he looked tired. In the dim light, she could clearly see the dark circles under his eyes. Every single night, since they’d moved into the house two weeks ago, moved halfway across the world to this god-forsaken place, she’d been plagued by the same recurring nightmare. Not only was she losing sleep, but Ross’ sleep was also being affected. That didn’t sit right with her. Ross deserved a good night’s sleep as much as she did. She didn’t voice her misery, instead leaned over, kissed his forehead, and ran her fingers through his damp hair.

	“You go back to sleep, it’s still dark. I’ll go and take a shower and try to cool down. I think it’s just the heat trying to kill me,” she said lightly and with a soft chuckle, not wanting to alarm him over her petty problems.

	Although her hometown of Tucson, Arizona was hot, she found the climate in the Philippines a little more difficult to adjust to. Not only was the heat blistering, but it was also very humid. Every night, without any air-conditioning system, her sweat-soaked cotton nightdress stuck to her body, making it impossible to have a relaxing sleep. To make matters worse, the thin straps felt like they were cutting into her skin. Again, she didn’t say anything to Ross. She’d known there would be a lot of traveling involved when she’d first married him, and her mother always told her to expect and respect the discomforts that came with the travels. Also, she knew it wasn’t her place to question his decisions. When he’d agreed to take up this assignment to help spread the word of God, she’d made sure his transition into the church there had been flawless.

	Bridgit’s smile fell when she saw that Ross had fallen back to sleep. Knowing he’d have to get up in a few hours to teach Sunday School to the local children before taking on his pastoral tasks, she tamped down on her disappointment. There were times when she resented Ross’s detachment from her feelings, but she had no blame in her heart. She knew who she’d married, and her mother had always told her, men like Ross and her father had a bigger purpose in life, bigger than any woman’s role in their lives. If that meant her sacrificing her comfort, then she must. Releasing a soft sigh, she pushed her thoughts aside and slowly got up from their bed and left the bedroom, quietly closing the door behind her.

	While a part of her was slowly getting used to the recurring nightmare, another part felt both horrified and sad. She closed her eyes and tried to erase the feelings of horror and fear. It was hard to un-see the look of hopeless terror on the young boy’s face. She told herself it was nothing but a dream, yet a niggling doubt made her think otherwise. For some reason, she knew there was something more to what she was experiencing, especially since it had all started as soon as they’d moved there. Into this house.

	Brigit looked around her, looking into the dark corners, trying to find the source of the feeling that something, or someone, was looking at her. Since their first week there, she’d become aware of an increasing sense of disquiet. Looking up the stairwell, she could see dark shadows that were moving. As it was still dark outside, and there were no streetlights, there was no logical reason why there would be any movement up there. She wanted to run back and take her shower in her bedroom, but that would risk waking up Ross.

	A rivulet of sweat trickling down the center of her back shook her from her dark thoughts, and she turned her back on the shadows and descended the stairs. Turning to her left, she walked the short distance to the downstairs bathroom. Once inside, she quickly divested herself of her damp nightgown, placing it in the hamper by the door before stepping into the shower cubicle. She sighed when the water washed her sweat and anxieties away, effectively cooling her over-heated body and her troubled thoughts.

	After every nightmare, she had a driving need to take a shower. It felt like the only way she could get some relief and solace. Also, she found it necessary to wash away the bad taste every dream left in her mouth. That always disturbed her, the taste of something old and rotten on her tongue. She wondered if it was something she’d been eating but couldn’t think of any foods that may cause the perception.

	Bridgit prayed quietly in her mind as she washed her body, repeatedly, needing to wash away the feeling of invasion with the soap and water. She wanted to tell someone that she felt like she’d experienced firsthand what that woman in her dream had gone through. She finally stopped her scrubbing when her skin tingled almost painfully. Brigit looked down and saw her reddened skin. The need to continue washing nearly overwhelmed her, but she took control of her compulsion. She knew that no amount of soap or scrubbing the loofa over her skin would be enough to leave her feeling clean. She didn’t know what could. The dirt was not something she could see, instead, it was embedded into her skin, into her mind. Closing her eyes and reciting the Lord’s Prayer, she leaned her head against the cool tiles and relished the water running over her.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Present Day

	 

	“Is this it?”

	Jonathan Campbell Jr. looked up at the medium-sized, two-story house from where he stood on the sidewalk. He threw a quick glance to his side, and when he saw Elmo, his personal driver, nod his head in answer, he carefully stepped around what used to be an intricately-designed wrought-iron gate. Glancing at where the gate hung from the cement wall, he noticed the rusty hinges and hurried to distance himself from it. Standing just a few feet away from the first swell set of the stairs leading up to the front door, he could see the fine detail of the Victorian revival architecture. According to his Uncle Leo, his dad’s cousin, it had been built sometime in the early nineteen-fifties by their American grandfather who’d married their grandmother, Loreto de Guzman.

	“Look at it, paint’s peeling off everywhere... we would need to scrape it all off.” Rafe Caldwell’s deep voice cut into Jonathan’s thoughts. “The awning’s rotten and should be stripped from its joists, and if I’m not mistaken, that’s wood rot in the eaves. They’d all need to be replaced. God knows what’s going on inside. Are you sure you want us to buy this house?” Rafe squinted as he spoke, shading his eyes from the bright sun with a hand

	“I’ve seen myself living in this house for as long as I can remember,” Jonathan said. He eyed Rafe, his husband of two years. Toned, handsome, and muscular, it had been Rafe’s striking red hair that had first drawn his eyes ten years before. Today, that brightness had turned a deep red but was still prominent. They’d met in Florida ten years before when Jonathan had gone to study there. Rafe had been a tour leader at the college he attended and was assigned to help his group of freshmen figure out their course requirements. They’d ended up talking for four hours, went on a date the next day, fell in love within two weeks, and moved in together after only two months. Everyone in his circles had thought Jonathan was crazy, saying his impulsive behavior would ruin his future and that Rafe was most likely just using him, tagging along for the ride because of his money. But they were still together, still very much in love, and now, he’d moved to the Philippines with him where it would be safer for them. The only drawback was that their marriage was not recognized in the country, at least not yet.

	They’d had no plans on coming back but then his dad, Miguel, had called requesting that he come back home so he could retire and hand him the reins of running the family businesses. Conflicted, he’d talked to Rafe who’d only raised a brow, slept on it overnight, then gifted him with tickets to the Philippines after he’d arrived from work the next day. While their marriage was not considered legal in this country, with the de Guzman name behind them, and Jonathan’s wealth, no one dared question his relationship with Rafe. What had mattered was his father’s assurance of his family’s acceptance of him. When they’d arrived last week, Miguel had introduced his husband to his friends and family as his son-in-law. No one batted an eye, they merely extended their hands in greeting and continued on with their lives.

	“How much do you think it’ll take to renovate her? Bring her back to her glory days, as they say?”

	Rafe cast a narrowed eye his way before he turned his back on him to examine the structure. “I’ll have to check the prices here. If it just needs a face-lift, we can talk about thirty, to fifty, sixty grand max. If the plumbing and wirings are shot, we’re talking a hundred max and at the very least, six months. It all depends on how fast your people work on her.”

	“Our people,” he corrected with a smile. “Okay, that’s doable. Let’s make it happen.”

	“We’re talking dollars here, Jon,” Rafe said.

	“I know,” Jonathan said patted Rafe on his upper arm before turning around. He walked back to where their driver stood waiting beyond the gate. Behind him, he knew Rafe would soon follow and join him. He knew his husband too well. Rafe had a deep, gravelly voice and looked like a wrestler at six four with thick muscles. When people met him for the first time, they could never quite cover their looks of shock and fear. Compared to the Filipinos, he was a giant of a man, and as an American, he was considered alien in many ways. What no one knew, including Jonathan the first time they’d met, was that Rafe was shy to the point of almost being timid, and went about his own business with quiet precision. The first time Jonathan had approached him that memorable summer day, he couldn’t forget how pale Rafe had become before taking his hand to shake it. Jonathan had felt the trembling and found it sweet. Then and there, he fell a little in love with Rafe.

	Although Rafe had an architect’s license, he preferred to remain in the background and deal with design and documentation rather than face strangers, even if they were potential clients. Jonathan had no such qualms and so faced the clients and workers, preferring to monitor job sites even if he didn’t like getting his hands dirty. He was nit-picky that way. He’d never given up on his citizenship, and now that they were in this country, he had easily applied for and passed the national licensure exams. They would have to deal with Rafe’s papers, but that was what they hired their lawyers for.

	He looked outside and stared at the sprawling Victorian revival. Ever since he could remember, the house had always called to him. When he’d been younger, he’d pass by the street on his way to school and would plaster his face up against the car window to get a better look. When he and Rafe had finalized their plans to come back to the country, he’d told his parents of his wish to purchase the house and had been happy to hear that it was one of their family’s holdings. Immediately, upon the finalization of their travel itinerary, he’d called on his Uncle Leo who was in charge of the property and offered to buy it from the family corporation. Jonathan learned through the documents he’d had to sign that this particular property had always been considered a white elephant and it didn’t take long for the holding company to agree to his offer. That had been three months ago, and it was finally officially his and Rafe’s. He couldn’t wait to fix it up and then move in.

	A breeze blew in from the sea two miles away, bringing with it the fresh salty sea air and something else—something pungent—decaying. Feeling suddenly chilled to the bone, Jonathan felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise, like there were eyes boring into the back of his head and he couldn’t help glancing back to the house again. From what his father had told him, Grandfather Ian had the house built as a wedding present a few months after he’d married Loreto who had been considered an old maid at thirty-one years old and seen by many within their social circles as way past her prime.

	For some unknown reason, Loreto had refused to look at it, and soon they’d resorted to renting it out. The house became the first of her rental properties, further increasing the family wealth and status in the province. All the other rentals had long since been sold or converted into office buildings, except this one—the jewel of the lot in Jonathan’s eyes—the house on Sixteenth Street.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	March, 1955

	 

	Bridgit was in the middle of taking off her clothes in the bathroom for yet another much-needed shower, her third for the day, when she heard Ross calling out his usual greeting that he was home. She’d never taken so many showers in her life, but she’d had her hands full with housework and keeping her five-year-old son distracted today. After despairing that little Timothy would ever take a nap, his lids finally closed from exhaustion only fifteen minutes before. Thank God for Mary, she’d given one look at Timothy and taken him upstairs to his room.

	“Hon? Where are you? Can you come here to the living room for a minute, please? Brother John’s here.”

	Bridgit hurried to get back into her clothes and go downstairs, looking forward to seeing the local pastor again, but she stopped short at the bottom of the stairs when she caught sight of an older man standing beside John and Ross in the doorway of the living room. The three men were grinning from ear to ear, standing proudly behind a settee she didn’t recall owning. It had shiny red paint and elegantly decorated with floral red seat covers. White cushions trimmed with bright yellow cord completed the set.

	When she and Ross had first looked at the house, she’d immediately fallen in love with the style and knew she’d found the house of her dreams. For a new construction, it had a lot of character, and surprisingly, the rent came in cheap at only three hundred pesos or one hundred fifty dollars. Plus, it came with beds and a refrigerator. Unfortunately, no one other than the local pastor, John, had come over to visit. Bridgit wasn’t upset over the lack of visitors, though, as she’d not unpacked and sorted out all of her things yet. There was also an endless supply of household needs she’d found were not available there. Like a washing machine and dryer, for example. She’d had to resort to hiring a laundry woman to wash and iron their clothes. She’d hesitated at first, but Brother John had assured her it was expected for her to hire household help. In fact, if she didn’t, she would be looked on with suspicion. Now he was there with a stranger, and she wasn’t even dressed for visitors! Belatedly, she remembered her manners and moved toward where they stood.

	“Oh, my goodness. Do come in! Where did you get this beautiful settee? It’s stunning!”

	Bridgit watched excitedly as the men moved the piece of furniture to where she pointed in the empty corner of the living room. Belatedly, again, she realized that she’d forgotten to greet her guests.

	“What am I thinking? I’m so sorry, you must forgive me for not greeting you properly. I’m so excited. Where did this settee come from? Oh, but please, sit down. I made a fresh batch of sweet iced tea with a squeeze of calamansi earlier. Would you like to have some?”

	Brigit felt proud of her accomplishment, recreating Ross’s favorite drink with local ingredients. She’d been disappointed when she’d found out there were no lemons available in the country, and instead had to use the native lime. Thankfully, although the fruit tasted different from lemons, it managed to lend a mild, tangy flavor to the tea that she found delicious. Ross, on the other hand, was taking his time to admit he liked it.

	She came back from the kitchen not five minutes later, laden with iced refreshments on a tray. Only then did Pastor John introduce her to the other man, one Eric Hunter.

	“Welcome to my home, Mr. Hunter,” Brigit said as she handed him a drink before handing another one to Pastor John who stood nearby. “I must apologize, the house is still a mess, and I’m not dressed properly to receive guests.”

	“There’s nothing to apologize for, Ma’am Bridgit,” Pastor John said with a gracious smile.

	As she handed a cool drink to Ross, Bridgit couldn’t help admiring her new settee—well, a second-hand one really, but it was very well maintained. They’d been using a hand-me-down dining table and wooden stools to sit on, and she’d hoped to find something more comfortable for the evenings when she and Ross listened to the radio.

	“Brother Juan and his wife, Sister Menchu, thought you had more need of this settee as Sister Menchu’s mother has given her a new one,” Pastor John was saying. Hearing the words made Brigit forget about her dislike for this country. Their church may be small, but their brothers and sisters were truly welcoming and helpful.

	“Thank the Lord. Please thank them for me, send them my love,” Brigit said.

	Pastor John and Mr. Hunter didn’t stay long, each begging errands they had to finish before going home to their respective families. As soon as their guests left, Bridgit closed the door and turned to face Ross. She squealed and threw herself at him in a big hug.

	“Finally, our backs won’t kill us when we listen to the news or read. The children will be thrilled when they wake up.”

	“Ah, hon, they won’t know what this is. One, they’re too young to appreciate it, and two, Meredith’s only six months old. What would she know about sitting on a settee?”

	Ross huffed out a chuckle when Brigit hit his chest. They laughed together, and both of them turned to admire their new furniture. With her arm around his waist, Brigit felt Ross’ sweaty skin. She didn’t mind it, though, Bridgit always missed Ross when he wasn’t home, so having him close to her, holding him tight like that—it filled her heart with a whole lot of love.

	“Ross, why don’t you go and take a shower. You’ll feel much better, and it would cool you down. It’s been too hot today.” She leaned back and reached up a hand to run her fingers through his damp hair.

	“Later, let me finish down here first,” Ross said, dropping a kiss on her lips before gently pushing her away and turning around. She didn’t move from where she stood, instead, watching him quietly shift the settee across the floor to find the perfect spot, until he looked over his shoulder.

	“Go! That’s an order,” he said, a loving smile on his lips before bending to push the settee against the wall.

	Bridgit shook her head, relieved seeing how Ross seemed happy. Although he didn’t say anything, she knew he was having as much difficulty adjusting to this country as she was. She’d seen him brooding outside in the garden when he didn’t know she was observing him. Taking one last look at her husband, she turned away and began pulling the pins out of her hair, releasing the bun, and allowing her hair to sway gently against her lower back.

	“Okay, see you in a while then,” she said over her shoulder and walked out of the room. Midway down the hall to the bathroom, a cool breeze blew in through the windows, and she let out a happy sigh, grateful for the respite from the unforgiving heat. In the bathroom, she stripped off her clothes once more and turned to throw them into the hamper. As she did so, she looked toward the corner where she’d set it earlier, but then frowned when she didn’t see it. She looked around, not seeing it anywhere in the small room, she walked over and opened the door a little to peek into her bedroom. Scanning the room, she spotted it next to the dresser. Huffing out a frustrated breath, she wrapped a towel around her naked body and walked out of the bathroom to pick up the basket.

	Back in the bathroom, she set the hamper in the corner—again—before placing her dirty clothes in it and turned on the shower. As she lathered the shampoo in her hair, she again relished the cool water that washed over her. Never having taken cold showers before, she’d learned to love the temperature after only two weeks in this country. It was too hot to have anything warmer, and getting out of the shower sweating was not something she wanted to go through again. The first time it had happened, she’d been so disgusted that she’d promptly turned and taken another shower. On the plus side, she had probably sweated off ten pounds in the past month, and God knew she needed to lose the baby weight. Already, she could look down and see that her belly had lost most of the flab that came with post-pregnancy. Her only despair was the permanent stretch marks. Oh well, her mother had told her that it was part of being a woman and was a blessing from God. Women without stretch marks were doomed to childlessness and who wanted to be a woman without children? That was her purpose in life, to be a partner to her husband and bear his children.

	Humming under her breath, Bridgit stepped out of the cubicle and toweled herself dry. Done, she hung the now damp towel on the bar and walked over to the counter. She reached for her comb and stopped, her hand hovering over the counter. She could have sworn she’d put her brushes and combs in a basket she’d set against the mirror earlier. Reprimanding herself over her absentmindedness, she opened the door to her bedroom and stopped midway through the doorway. There it was. The native hand-woven basket that held her brushes and combs was on the floor, beside the bathroom door. Bridgit frowned down at the offending container, wondering what she’d been thinking of setting it there. She heaved a sigh, bent to pick it up and walked back to the bathroom. That was another thing her mother warned her about. Absent-mindedness not only came with pregnancy, but it also stayed with you for months to come. For others, it worsened with each child and lasted until their deaths. Again, she knew what she’d signed up for when she’d married Ross. Facing her reflection in the mirror, she stared at herself and dreamed
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