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CHAPTER ONE
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The cursor blinked. Again and again, taunting him. Gerald Emerson stared at it, the cursor appearing and disappearing in a timely fashion on the too-bright computer screen. He’d had writer’s block for eleven days. But try as he might, Gerald Emerson couldn’t write a single word. It was so frustrating. He prided himself on being a writer, on being able to pull the words out of thin air with ease. But for the past eleven days, he was unable to conjure up a single word. Not a single one. 

Gerald slouched down in the ergonomic chair he'd spent four hundred dollars on – because a writer's back was a writer's most important tool, his agent Donna had told him, back when he had something to write – and stared at the white abyss of the document on his screen. It was easy to let his mind go blank as he stared at the empty page. He’d sit there, unable to conjure up the magic like he usually did. The words didn’t flow; the sentences didn’t fly from his fingers tapping rapid-pace on his keyboard. Chapter Twenty-Two sat at the top of the page in bold, mocking him like a dare. Below it: nothing. Not a single word. Not even a false start that he could delete in shame. There was nothing to rewrite, or kill time editing, fussing over the document until it satisfied him. There was just . . . nothing. 

So far, Gerald’s novel sat at 312 pages. That was quite a feat. It was definitely progress. But there was no way he could finish the document. Gerald’s book sat there unfinished, and he had nothing left in him to give. To complete the story, Gerald knew that he’d need about eighty or ninety pages more. Normally, that wouldn’t be too hard – he’d fly through those last few chapters. But he was crippled with the worst case of writer’s block he’d ever experienced. 

At thirty-four, Gerald already had one modestly successful debut novel to his name – The Salt and the Wound, a coming-of-age story about a boy growing up in coastal Maine. It’d earned him a small but loyal readership and a two-book deal that was now, technically, four months past due – and he lived in a one-bedroom apartment in Chicago that smelled, depending on the season, of either radiator dust or the Thai restaurant below. Gerald was far from famous, or wealthy. But ever since he was four, Gerald had always known that he was destined to be a writer. And what did writers do? They wrote. Sadly, that was the very thing that he was struggling to do. 

He pressed a key. The letter T appeared on the screen, alone and hopeful. The singular letter on the page did nothing for him. Gerald stared at it, wondering if he should expand it to the, or this, or something longer. With a deep sigh, Gerald deleted it.

The problem, Gerald had explained to his therapist, his agent, his mother, and the bartender at O'Malley's in that order, was not that he didn't know what happened next. He knew exactly what happened next. His protagonist, a woman named Claudia who had spent the entire novel searching for the truth behind her sister's disappearance, was supposed to finally confront the man responsible. It was supposed to be devastating. Cathartic. The kind of scene that people dog-eared pages for. He’d been slowly building up to it, and this was the crescendo. 

Gerald could see it clearly in his mind’s eye. He just couldn't reach it. Every time he tried to write it, he found himself two inches short of the thing, like a man trying to grab his reflection in a pond. It was so frustrating, knowing exactly what he wanted – and yet, still unable to obtain it. 

Gerald’s phone buzzed. Donna.

“Gerald. I am a patient woman. I am a FAMOUSLY patient woman. But the publisher is asking questions I can no longer answer with yoga breathing. Please tell me something. Anything. Even a lie.”

He typed back: Working on it.

Three dots appeared. Then: “You're a terrible liar. You always use exactly three words when you're lying.”

He put the phone face-down.

Outside, Chicago performed its usual November theater – grey sky, rattling El train, a man arguing with a pigeon on the corner. Gerald watched it all with the detached hostility of someone who had run out of excuses and was now simply waiting for a better version of himself to show up and take over. He knew that he needed to get the words down on the page, but he just couldn’t do it. 

It was his downstairs neighbor, an elderly retired professor named Augusto, who first mentioned the house.
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Augusto Ferreira was seventy-one, Portuguese, and had the bearing of a man who had once been expelled from an academic conference for telling the keynote speaker that his research was, quote, “architecturally fraudulent.” He wore the same ratty brown cardigan every day, kept exactly seven books on his nightstand at any given time (rotating them out in a system Gerald had never fully understood), and had an inexplicable collection of ceramic owls arranged on his windowsill in what he called “a meditation on surveillance.” Augusto was an odd fellow, but Gerald was quite enthralled by him. 

Gerald and Augusto had a Thursday tradition, in which one of them knocked on the other's door with a bottle of something cheap, and they talked late into the night, until sleep overcame them. Gerald had started their Thursday drinking talks, when he'd first moved in, lonely and newly single, and it had calcified into something neither of them questioned. It was just how things were, and neither of them were inclined to change it. 

This particular Thursday, Gerald brought a bottle of Malbec he'd bought at the gas station. He was a mess, and he knew it. Gerald tried to hide it, to some degree, but as soon as Augusto opened his door, Gerald knew that there was no way he’d be able to fool the older man. Augusto studied him with a critical eye. 

“You look,” Augusto said, “like a man who has been sentenced to something.”

“Writer's block.” Gerald sighed loudly, running a hand through his thick hair. 

“Ah.” Augusto stepped aside to let him in. “The secular equivalent of purgatory.”

They settled into the professor's living room, which was arranged with the deliberate chaos of a man who had too many ideas and not enough shelves. Gerald poured out two generous portions. Augusto picked up one of his ceramic owls, examined it, then set it down.

“Tell me about the book,” Augusto said. “I want to hear everything. Even the minute details.” 

Gerald told him. The plot, the characters, the scene he couldn't write. Claudia and the man in the farmhouse, and the confrontation that was supposed to unlock everything. Augusto listened with his eyes half-closed, which was his way of paying complete attention. His fingers were steepled together in front of him, as he mulled everything over in his mind. 

“The problem,” the old man said finally, “is that you are writing about fear from a place of comfort. You are trying to describe drowning while sitting on the shore.”

Gerald considered this. “You think I need to be scared.”

“I think,” Augusto said carefully, as he sipped his wine, “that the greatest writers I have read – and I have read more than you have, I am not ashamed to say – wrote their best work when something outside the self was pressing against them. When the world was not cooperating with their desire for peace. Fear is a wonderful editor.”

“So what, I should go watch horror movies?” Gerald asked. “Scare myself into making things feel more real, and lived-in?” 

“I had something more specific in mind.” Augusto smiled slowly. He looked at Gerald with an expression that was both entirely innocent and not innocent at all. “I actually have a very important question for you. Do you know Harrow House?”

Gerald frowned. He was wholly unfamiliar with Harrow House. “No, what is it?” 
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