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Fear House

Heidi hated trains. Ever since she was little; the rattling of the carriages and the blurriness of the outside made her sick, and she vowed never to get on one again, if she could help it. But there she was, perched on the aisle seat, making her way to a remote Irish village in the middle of nowhere. Heidi tried to focus on the fact that she would be moving to the biggest house she’d ever seen, selling it, and paying off her hefty student loans. ‘Yes’, she told herself, ‘it’s definitely worth the motion sickness’. 

As she left the train station a few hours later, she wondered if she should ring her brother. Not one minute later, her phone buzzed in her pocket. ‘Nick,’ she answered immediately. 

‘What’s up?’

‘How are you feeling about the big move? Are you there yet?’

‘Ugh.’

‘I’m taking that as you’re not very excited?’

‘Right. I’m walking to the house now. Are you sure you don’t want to take it instead?’

‘Hilarious, Heidi. I’m not the one in this old lady’s will, remember? Although I don’t understand why.’

‘Me neither, considering this ‘old lady’ is supposed to be our grandma. We never even knew her.’

‘I’ll have to ask Mom what exactly is going on. I’ve tried before but got nothing. I’ll try again.’

‘Yikes, don’t include me in that conversation.’

‘Yeah, I know, Heidi,’ sighed Nick. ‘I get it. Do you think you’ll ever- ‘. 

‘No. Leave it, Nick. At least for now. I’m nearly at the house. I’ll speak to you later.’ 

Heidi hung up abruptly but immediately felt guilty. She loved her brother, it wasn’t his fault her parents disliked her. 

She’d seen pictures of her grandmother’s house online, and more from a lawyer; she was instantly impressed. To some, a five bedroomed country dwelling, even with an attic and vegetable patch, was pretty much standard. To Heidi’s family’s standards. But for Heidi, a 28-year-old woman who still slept on strangers’ couches most Saturday nights, this was a dream come true. 

Sometimes she went back and forth on whether she should sell the house. A part of her reminded her it was more than a hundred years old and in fairly good condition; she’d be able to amortize her multiple university loans in no time. But another part told Heidi that this was her chance to start again. Screw the loans, it doesn’t matter that she has half a degree in Fashion Marketing and another half in Counselling, she’d just get a job in the village nearby. Nonetheless, she decided to mostly likely sell it, get out of debt, and move into a flat somewhere closer to a city. 

She fumbled for her keys as she walked into the front garden. She immediately spotted a boarded up window to the side of the house out of the corner of her eye; she’d have to phone the estate agent right away about that. It wasn’t included in those glossy photos. She unlocked the door, holding her breath, although she didn’t know why. Excitement? Fear? Preparing for the worst? Hauling her luggage over the threshold, she looked around the entrance hall. 

It was mostly bare; a large ornate mirror occupied most of the wall on the right. On the left, a beautiful mahogany staircase stood proudly and polished. Heidi planned to go out next week – a few girlfriends were coming to see her -  and wondered how her high heels would withstand the stairs. She raced up them to find the essential rooms, just so she knew. 

Her first stop was the master bedroom. ‘Nothing to write home about,’ thought Heidi. The wooden floorboards were dusty, but the four poster bed made out of the same wood as the staircase won her approval. The window was open, causing quite the draft; Heidi managed to pull it shut with some effort. She paused for a moment to take in the view from the window. She was in a stunning part of the Irish countryside, after all. She had a neighbor; their house was smaller, uglier, probably cheaper. It didn’t have the charm that her grandmother’s house did. Promising to herself that she’ll have to go and introduce herself later, she flopped down onto her newly made bed. ‘Perhaps the train affected me worse than I thought’, Heidi considered. She felt tired and light-headed; it had been a long day. ‘A quick nap won’t do any harm,’ she thought. ‘It’s only 6 o’clock. The other rooms can wait’. She flipped onto her back. Her eyelids were heavy already. She immediately spotted cobwebs on the ceiling, but that would be a job for later. Heidi also thought she saw a smudge on the canopy above her head, but didn’t realize nor care that it was in the shape of a grubby handprint in her torpor.

Heidi awoke to a loud knocking at the front door. It didn’t unnerve her; she was the type of person who laughed at horror films and walked alone at night. Yawning, rather unattractively, she stumbled down the stairs. Heidi realized she hadn’t even discovered the other rooms of the house yet. She opened the front door. It was unlocked the whole time. A slight wave of worry washed over her face but disappeared just as quickly when she saw who her guest was. 

An older man with tousled hair held out his hand to Heidi, presumably to shake hers. ‘Hello there. I’m Owen, your new neighbor.’ A warm smile reached to his eyes. Heidi shook his hand, relieved to feel that his hands were just as clammy as her own. ‘Why am I not speaking yet?’ thought Heidi through gritted teeth. The handshake seemed to go on forever. ‘What’s your name?’ Owen asked, finally. 

‘Heidi.’ 

‘Well, great to meet you, Heidi. I can see that you’re still settling in. Would you like some help unpacking?’

‘No, no. I’ll be alright, thank you. I don’t actually have much to unpack much. I didn’t bring a lot with me.’

‘I see. A fresh start, I’m guessing?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Well, I’m at home a lot right now, so if you have any questions or need some company I’m just next door.’ 

‘Thanks, Owen.’

Heidi shut the door and tried to relive his face. He was handsome, polite, warm. Quite a bit older than her. The polar opposite of the guys she slept with – not dated, she was very firm on that – back home. It was a shame she wouldn’t be here very long. Heidi boiled the kettle, she needed a hot drink. There was no heating in this house yet, and despite it being June, the wind still whistled through the house and made Heidi’s teeth chatter. Nick told her the weather there would be crap. She didn’t care, anything was better than groveling to her parents again. 

It was an uneventful evening of trying to set up the internet (it wouldn’t work), and an even more uneventful night’s sleep. She went back to find the smudge she thought she saw earlier on the canopy of her bed, for some reason, it bothered her. It was still there, small but defiant. A handprint. Upon further inspection, the fingers were almost like claws. She tried to rub the stain off, but it wouldn’t budge. Heidi was more annoyed at the fact that it ruined her nice new bed, and not that it was really quite an eerie image. She just guessed that her grandmother dirtied it somehow. So when Heidi began to spot them all over the house the next day, her stomach began to slowly feel knotted with each handprint she noticed. They were always in inconspicuous places: on random steps of the staircase, the highest of the kitchen cupboards, the mirror in the hall. However, her realtor was visiting any minute, and talk of things wrong with the house wouldn’t help her sell it.

‘How is everything?’, Diane asked, sipping the coffee that Heidi made her. She was half an hour late, but it wasn’t like Heidi had to be somewhere. When the estate agent arrived, her smile didn’t reach her eyes; they were small, beady, darting to the corners of the ceiling. ‘It’s...going great. I still have some questions, though. Did you know my grandmother, Margaret? How old is this house, and would it be easy to sell?’. 

‘I did know your grandma. She used to be a lovely lady.’

‘Used to be?’

‘Well, aside from the fact she’s sadly passed away... a horrific ordeal...’ Diane trailed off, looking very interested in her coffee cup. Heidi waited for her to resume, impatient. ‘She lived in this house with her parents. When they died, Margaret became the owner. Over the years, I saw her often. In the town center. Pottering about in her garden, planting things. I was also her estate agent. It’s a small community here, you know. For the last year or so, she wasn’t seen again. By anybody. The house was fine, money kept coming out of her account, but she disappeared.’

‘That’s so random. Do you have any idea what happened to Margaret?’

‘No, I don’t. But I think your neighbor Owen saw her just the one time, not too long before she died.’ Diane paused, clearly basking in Heidi’s curiosity, despite her earlier uneasiness. ‘Apparently, she knocked very loudly on his door at a stupid time in the morning, begging for him to drive her somewhere. Owen rides a motorcycle; so why would she ask to be given a ride on that? She was no spring chicken by that point. Anyway, he said her eyes looked crazy and she was so thin she could snap in half.’ Diane finished the rest of her coffee. ‘Now,’ she smiled, unfazed. ‘Shall we get on with the boring bit, and sell this house?’.

Over the next hour, Heidi and Diane discussed prices and future plans.  Heidi wanted the house to sell for a substantial amount, ‘with as many zeros on the end as possible’, which was met with a contempt look from Diane. ‘What’s the problem?’ Heidi said.

‘It’s not doable, I thought you would understand. Did you not read the information we sent you?’. No, Heidi hadn’t read it. She thought it was an advertisement for the estate agents, with her name copied and pasted into seem more personal. It had ended up being used to squash a spider at some point later on. ‘I looked at it...briefly.’ Well, that was the truth, wasn’t it? 

‘Then you would have seen the part where we outline that this house will have to be sold for lower than it’s worth, because of what happened to your grandma.’

‘What, so because an old lady died in a house, it is suddenly a problem? People die in houses all of the time. You don’t even have to disclose it, I bet. I need this money.’

‘I understand what you’re saying, Heidi. But because of the way Margaret died, and the history this house has, people already know about it. There have been rumors, newspaper articles. You don’t want to lie to a potential buyer and find that they take legal action against you.’ 

‘How did she die then, if it wasn’t simply due to old age?’

‘She was found in the crucifix position just outside the front door. Her skin was charred, like she had been burned.’

Heidi couldn’t believe what she was hearing. For someone who described herself as brave and resilient, Diane’s recount of her grandmother’s
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