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Patsy Helms fought the dizzy spell. She shut her eyes, grasped the counter for support and controlled her breathing until the spell passed. When she felt like she wasn’t going to keel over, she opened her eyes, took a big breath, and let it out slowly.

"I'm too strong for this shit."

She slapped her hand on the table, shouted it to the empty home.

“I’m strong enough!”

She thought the painkillers would have been strong enough when the time came, she now feared otherwise. You do what you can with what you have. With that thought Patsy grabbed the bottle of painkillers wishing for something stronger and chucked down four more caplets with a large glass of white wine. Over the past 24 hours, she’d been downing aspirins and anti-inflammatories like candy, long term effects didn’t concern her any more. And thinking about it wouldn’t help. She was beyond help.

Steadier now, she tottered to the living room and looked out at the backyard behind the large glass sliding door. The sight brought her as much joy as fear. Beneath a glorious blue sky, fenced in by trees whose growth spanned generation, a field of tall verdant plants grew in the wide lot behind her home. In the dark rich loam, the seed she planted when she first crawled into this corner of the world flourished behind all expectations in the rich and dark soil. Were she to go outside and walk in the field of flowers, their tops would reach almost mid-thigh. All plants were blooming, and their flowers sported large heads of petals rich with hues of warm orange-golds that shimmered in the light; at the bloom’s center were four large orange-gold pistils. Too bad they had to be weeded almost daily to kill the budding Razorweeds that grew along their stems, but they now had a living portal. An organic door to another world.

She thought of the Razorweeds. They still knew nothing of the bizarre symbiotic relationship between plant and animal. For that matter, they knew nothing of how the plant worked. How did it create a portal? But so what? So what... She groaned at that arrogance, that naiveté. To celebrate, she had gone to the crop in the wide backyard and cut three of the smaller blooms wearing her thick thorn-defying gloves. The stiff, fibrous stems were no match for her pruning shears, and that evening, her prize took pride of place in a vase at the dining room table, where dinner was set for one. She thought of her daughter, how she’d now see her soon. That night she ate a favorite meal with a well-recommended, rich red wine that didn’t disappoint, and ended the dinner with the most decadent dessert from the local grocery store. Contended she sipped one more glass of wine, watching as the iridescent orange-gold pollen fell from the flowers’ stamens onto the tablecloth or airborne drifted pulled along by the breeze.  She sneezed loudly and set about cleaning the table. A good book before bed ended her day.

That had been two days ago. Today, it was bad. Her legs went out from under her, and she dropped on the couch like a dead weight. It took effort to pick up the black, blocky landline from the nearby table, a 1950s-style rotary phone she’d taken with her when she’d crawled through the original entrance. She dialed, the rotary dial spun with each number, the phone rang and rang, and she grew anxious. At last, someone picked up.

“Patsy.”

“It’s time, dear.”

“Thank you, thank you so much.”

“Tell Norma I love her.”

“You will when we meet up. I love you, big sister.”

Patsy heard joy and excitement in her sister’s voice. Her usually stoic sister, wonders never ceased. No use letting her know how sick she was, it wouldn’t help.

“I know, Della, I love you too.”

She hung up the phone and scratched a sudden intense itch in the palm of her hand.

“Ah!” She yelped in pain. Her nails had scratched opened an exit in the flesh of her shaking palm, and free of the restraining skin, a slender white root uncurled from the bloody gouge. 
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“Who’s happeneeeeng?!?!” Mandy squealed as she filmed his profile with her smartphone.

Sitting comfortably in the passenger’s side seat, with her back resting against the door. Her knees were up and her feet planted on his thigh.

Jesus Christ. Kyle Ansel smothered a sigh and beat down his irritation. It had been a long drive and taking it out on her would be an utter shit thing to do. He forced himself into a better mood and a wiser reply.

“We’re happening. You shouldn’t sit like that. What if the door popped open, or I hit something?”

“Oh my God, ‘dad.’ C’mon, say ‘We’re happening’ like you mean it!”

“No. I’m fucking tired, and please. Point that thing away from me. It makes me self-conscious.”

“Jesus, grumpy much?” She lifted her feet, swiveled in her seat and leaned over to kiss his cheek before sitting back down and placing both bare feet on the dashboard.

“You know...I’ve seen x-rays of people who had their feet on the dashboards when their car wrecked.”

“I guess you better mind your driving, then we won’t be looking at any x-rays of my feet somewhere up in my ribcage anytime soon.”

He glanced at her, relieved to see that she’d put away the camera app, opting instead for scrolling through her many social feeds. Insta, TickTock or Snap? Facebook or Twitter? He couldn’t tell them apart. Kyle turned to look at her, hell, to admired her profile. His annoyance evaporated. Damn, she was beautiful. Her long wavy blond hair was drawn up in a messy ponytail near the top of her head, letting wild wisps of hair escape over her ears, giving her an appearance of creative zaniness. Freckles on her strong, tanned face and a tiny, almost invisible scar under her lower lip. He loved her. He was sure he did, which—was ideal seeing as to how they finally tied the knot two months back. Yet, for the life of him, he couldn’t wrap his brain around her constant filming and documenting of even the dumbest things. For the love of God. Who the hell tuned in to watch a video of them getting a coffee?

“You know we exist even if people don’t tap ‘like’ or see the videos, right?”

With a disappointed smirk she rolled her eyes at him. “Don’t patronize, all right? This is one of my businesses, the social part of social media, where I nurture a following, make connections, and you know? Network.”

He groaned an ambiguous assent, network...Jesus. They spent the rest of the trip in companionable silence until they reached a fork in the highway, leading onto a semi-paved country road. Then, in animated conversation, they marveled at their new surroundings. A road flanked by trees that for stretches were thick enough to shut off the view of the open fields behind them. They passed homes and barns, the occasional grain silos popped up like sentinels along the way, as did a scant number of abandoned barns in the process of being deconstructed by time and weather. Kyle was sure they’d passed what looked like organic farms, a beekeeper, and just now, the last property before their parcel looked like it belonged to a potter. Two large kilns on the property's grounds looked like a dead giveaway for their neighbor's profession. After ten minutes of deliberate and careful driving through a road overrun with vegetation, he parked on a barren patch of dirt and with a sigh of relief and got out of the truck, moving like a slow old man.

“We’re home! Finally!” He bent over and stretched his hamstring groaning with relief.

Mandy bounced out. “Oh. My. God! It’s so beautiful! We’ll love it here, life is going as planned, and I’m not afraid to say it.”

“Yeah, that’s okay. I’ll be worried for the both of us.”

She scoffed and filled her lungs with the fresh country air.

“And all this land is ours, and I love it.” He groaned and stretched his stiff back, “our land.”

Mandy walked behind, ran her hands under his t-shirt and began to massage his lower back, enjoying the warmth and the sensation of his skin under her fingers.

“We’re the best looking, most happenin’, sexiest couple in this state, and we’re real estate developers, moguls in the making.”

“It’s gonna be a while before the money rolls in, so let’s not spend it yet.” He thought of the last price he saw for wood, and his guts rolled over. The pandemic economy was a bitch and a half.

Amanda felt him tense and wrapped her arms around him, “What’s wrong? You’ve been so moody all day.”

“Tired, and this all it’s just a lot to think about. And I just thought of the price of wood. That alone, ouch.”

“We’re going to be fine.”

He turned and saw her smartphone set up on the truck's hood, discretely filming away.

“God...No, I said no!”

He pushed her hands off, went to grab the phone, and turned it off before slapping it down on the hood.

Her shoulders sagged, and she shook her head.

“I have a channel, we make money off it, my followers want to be involved, we agreed I would vlog this. We agreed it would help sell the homes when they were ready.”

“Yeah, I get it, but you can do it without my appearance. It’s your vlog not mine. You should have told me before filming anyway.”

She bit her lip and waited until she knew she wouldn’t bite his head off.  “It wasn’t pointed at us! Look, I don’t need or want another argument; I’m going for a walk and will be back in a bit.”

You can set up the damn trailer, she thought.

“We’re going to eat in a bit, okay? Hey, okay? Amanda?”

As she walked away, she ignored him, heading down the country road they had just traveled. With each step, her muscles and joints loosened and relaxed, and she couldn't help but appreciate how draining the trip had been. No doubt Kyle felt the same exhaustion. But were married couples supposed to argue this much? She doubted it, and it was beginning to scare her. They met in their first year at a small community college, fell in love, and planned their future. Saved every penny, squeezed each nickel, held on to every fucking dime. So they could start a home-developing business as free of debt as possible. They bought the land and had the funds to build two ‘half-houses’ that would sell for the price of full houses in today’s market. The location was great, the potential for money was good, and the property taxes were okay. They’d planned on roughing it, living in their trailer while working on their project. Mack Dupree, the other partner in their home-building venture, was on the way to join them. Mack was her best friend, and he also won over Kyle, mostly.. Having him around would help, and together, with their own hands, they’d build their dream.
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Sam Oswell delivered two boxes full of new vases, mugs, and platters to the Dalton Gallery in the heart of Esperville. Old downtown Esperville, once just ten-square blocks in the early 1920s, was now a charming college town. The city government worked hard to develop the area, turning the older neighborhoods and architecture into trendy and artsy sections and a series of historical homes offering visitors summer tours. They worked to keep and encourage the older established businesses while inviting new ones. A small town with ambitions that had begun to grow until the Moscow Flu brought all progress to a brutal stop, with all small business owners again trying to adjust, pivot and spin just to stay afloat.

The Gallery was one such place, established in the 70s by a local artist who’d since gone to that big art studio in the sky. His daughter, Ali Dalton, ran the place now. She passed Sam the contract for the delivered pieces, who, familiar with it from experience gave it a perfunctory review before signing it. He slid the contract across the table as Ali set aside the crumpled paper padding and removed the ceramic pieces from their boxes individually. Slowly and methodically, holding each to the light from the skylight above and admiring how the sunlight brought out the best from the intense glazes and details.

Sam liked being in her company. Ali, with her trim figure, alert and lively eyes, and happy laugh lines. The good kind of wrinkles. He also appreciated that her attractive and feminine looks hid a shrewd mind with a gift for business that helped her make a success of the gallery. She put his raku vase with the rainbow-like iridescent glaze back on the table with the other pieces and caught him looking at her.

“I love your work, and the glazes are so...rich. And two of these pieces are as beautiful as they are disturbing.”

She picked up a sculpture. A swirling, imperfect circle that would stand on its side. Glazed in reds, dark browns and gold.

“It makes me think of a tangle of barbed wires. But they are alive and chasing each other in a loop. Might be too artistic for the local crowd.”

“Really? The last batch sold out great.”

She smiled at him. “A lot sold online to a collector. You have a patron now and the attention of a more sophisticated clientele. Your work used to be...more-”

“Kitch?”

She tsked and gave him a disapproving frown. “Artists are always so hard on themselves. Gentle is the word I was looking for. Gentle, and  approachable, accessible.”

“Mugs and pots are easy to access.” He chided with a shy smile.

She took his hands in hers, stepped back and looked at him from head to toe, then back up again until she stopped at his eyes. Ali gave a disapproving shake of her head, let go of his hand and tapped his chest. “Let me take you out to dinner. You’ve been neglecting yourself.”

“I’m flattered, Ali, but I think I’ll pass this time. I have work to do at home.”

She looked at the dark bags under his eyes, the clothes that now looked too large on his frame and worried. Sam was a tallish man with warm hazel eyes, his mouse brown hair gone halfway to gray. But he’d been a heavier-set man in the past, with broad shoulders, a comfortable belly and muscular limbs.

“Really Sam, what are you? Six-four and a buck fifty?  You’re getting a bit too skinny.”

“I’m fine.”

“For a scarecrow.”

“Let it go Ali, please. I’ll take a raincheck, ok?”

She let it go with a tilt of her head and shrug. Some people were tough nuts to crack. Better to try again some other day. If she kept nagging him now, she might alienate him for good.

“Raincheck then, but you have to take better care of yourself. Have you met your new neighbors yet?

“What new neighbors?”

“The old Helms place was all the news at last night's chamber of commerce meeting. It’s been sold to some out-of-town developers.”

He shook his head, “I didn’t know.”

“Sight unseen, from California. They may even be there now. I did the math. Seven years! Patsy went missing seven years ago and...” With a gasp and looking mortified, she slapped her hand over her mouth. “Sam, I’m so sorry.”

His son had disappeared on the same day.
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Mandy began exploring the place with a GoPro in her pocket and smartphone in hand. They agreed that she would blog and vlog their adventures daily. Some of her followers became friends, a few mentors, and others were just nice folks to hang with. And the rest? Well, it felt great to have so many people looking up to her, wanting to know how she was doing and how she was doing it. She was having a positive influence on others' lives and was proud of it. Plus, it had begun to bring in some modest profits, and some endorsements could help her channel along. She knew Kyle hoped she'd tire of her media channels and do something unrelated to social media. Why, oh why, did she fall in love with an introvert with baggage?  Being a public persona didn't entice him a bit. He’d embraced mask-wearing and social distancing over the pandemic, and didn’t understand why anyone would complain about staying far away from other people as long as they could afford to. He embraced hiding his face behind the comfort of a KN-95 mask and called it extra privacy. Jesus Christ, you’d think he was in the Witness Protection Agency.

As long as he didn’t try to hide her cameras again. She thought of that recent outrage and grimaced. It took two days, the threat of a divorce, tears, and the promise not to film him again without his okay before he returned her gear. It had been their worst argument yet. Mandy walked along the country road, packed dirt, potholes, and gravel, no sidewalks to speak of. They’d have to hook up sewer access. She arrived at the potter’s home they passed on the way up and took a better look. Nobody around. Live stream? No, too many unknowns, and she preferred to deliver a well-edited video. Mandy cleared her voice and turned on the camera.

“And this is the home nearest to us in beautiful countryside. This house is, hmm...I’d say an original Craftsman-style home. We’re looking at a well-kept old lady with great bones; I love, love, LOVE that beautiful, wide front porch. Look at those piers. Beefy, and square. You can just imagine the summer nights spent looking at the stars from that porch.” She turned the camera on herself and lowered her voice. “I won’t intrude, but I’ll take a polite look at the back from over here. We have an artistic neighbor with two big pottery kilns. We’ll have to come back later and introduce ourselves. Maybe bring a welcome present, and they’ll show us their art.”

She turned off her camera, filming herself ignoring the sign that explicitly warned ‘private property,’ seemed damned stupid.

“Just a quick look.”

The driveway wasn’t much more than packed hearth and gravel. Mandy passed the front of the house and kept going on a path that twisted around its side, where a second smaller building had been turned into an art studio. Next to it, shards of pottery created an altar to the clay gods at the base of a tall fir.  She knelt and plucked a fired remain from the lot. Just looking at the failures made her want to come back and see the pieces that survived the firing. Yes, one hundred percent worth coming back for. Done right it would get plenty of views, and maybe it could even make for a documentary.  She’d come back and film with proper authorization. She got up and shivered with a sudden chill.

“It’s getting chilly, it’s getting cold. Hello summer, where’d you go?” She sing-singed to herself and reached up to tuck a wayward lock of hair behind her ear. Her stomach growled. “Hell with this, I’m tired.”

She headed back to their trailer. On their land, their hope for a seat at the table of moneyed America. Something to be proud of, she thought. And picked up her phone to record herself again. 

“It’s chilly now. We have some amazing tree cover, and the breeze has picked up, but summers will be hot, sunny, and utterly amazing.” She breathed in the cooler air and noticed there were no other sounds. None, no birds, no insects. The type of silence that invited reflection, yet she tried again to engage.

“I think this summer might be off to a slow start. La Niña will do that, or is it El Niño? I always get those two mixed up. But the air is so fresh.  So, no, I’m not feeling it.”

She slipped the phone in the back pocket of her shorts and felt her wariness drop as soon as it was out of her hands. With the pressure of creating and performing gone, she relaxed and took in her surroundings. Taking the time to peer in the underbrush for unusual movement. Maybe she’d see a raccoon, or a possum, maybe even a coyote! What else might be here? She went through her mental inventory of possible mammals indigenous to the area, confident that the only ones that might not be about were bears, wolves or cougars, Not this close to habitations anyway, but the silence. The silence, was that normal?

In a book or a movie, there’d be a dangerous predator in the woods, shutting up the chirps of the local wildlife. But this is the Oregon rural countryside, not the Savanah; it must be global warming.

Still, she picked up the pace, now unsettled by the silence that had soothed her just moments ago. Sucks to be you, nature. You won’t be silent for long. She thought with a tinge of resentment and some guilt. If it all went to plan, they’d be building two duplexes. They’d soon be making noise aplenty. Then they’d sell and with the profits would build more housing, and so on. Turning wild nature into a safe, cozy living neighborhood. Because Esperville wasn't just a quaint college town, it was damn close to a growing tech hub, with well-paid employees who liked living close to their job for the easy commute and would pay well for it. Gentrification and growth were on the way.

She chanced upon a route along the road from the corner of her eye. An ancient-looking mailbox, bested by the whims of the weather and the burden of the weight of the invasive ivy growing over it, leaned at an angle as if pointing the way. Her curious nature pushed her along the overgrown path that grew denser with each step until at last, in the waning light, she found her prize—a mound of wild vegetation whose shape suggested it buried a house a long while back.

What the hell?

She drew as close as she could and saw siding and a roof amid the lush greenery.

Well, hello. It isn’t a mini hill. It’s a house.

Mindful of where she stepped, she hedged along the path to where she figured the door would be, picked up a slender branch from the ground, and wrestled the heavy vines aside until it broke, but not before it revealed a door. She grinned, satisfied with her discovery. Who knew what was in there? She might snap some good photos, maybe catch glimpses of the previous owner's life. There was no way she could walk in for a better look now. It was getting dark, and the vegetation didn’t allow much room for movement with the thick undergrowth and its vicious-looking brambles, some of the bigger vines as thick as her forearm and sporting thorns the length of her thumb. Her prize would remain hidden for now. She gingerly backtracked and noticed the berries on a vine, plucking one almost as large as a ping-pong ball. Something about it, though. It looked swollen with rot, and she tossed it to the ground with a grimace of disgust, wiping her hand on her jeans before looking back at the tangled mess.

“I’ll be back for you.”

###
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Kyle had finished setting up the trailer, grabbed a cold drink and threw a blanket on the ground so he could stretch his travel-stiffened body in the shadow of their cheap 30-footer from 2010 that would be their home for the duration of their project. He spread his legs and tilted forward, stretching his hamstrings when his phone vibrated and jingled. He pulled it out and looked at the caller ID.

“About time, Edwina Pemberton.”

“It’s Eddie! My God, don’t call me Edwina.”

“I can’t believe I know someone named Edwina.”

“You don’t, it’s Eddie. You all got to your new place?”

“Hmm, yeah. We did. It’s pretty here. You’ll need to visit once we get the homes done, it’ll be just in time for next summer.”

“I like that, I like that. Why don’t you sound 100% enthused?”

Kyle hesitated, muffling a sigh. “Tired...Okay, I just argued with Mandy.”

He could hear Eddie’s grin in the tone of her voice. No sympathy there.

“Oh yeah? What’d you do wrong this time? Have you tried doing it right?”

“Oh fuck off! She keeps filming me. Filming everything. Taking photos... It’s just...”

“I get it, you don’t like it. But just be patient. Once you two start working, she’ll be too occupied to keep it up, and I can’t imagine that building two houses from scratch will be a breeze.”

He grunted an assent of sorts, hoping Eddie would be proven correct. “How’s your DoD job?”

“Acquisition lobbyist for Uncle Sam is working out great. The paycheck is good, good benefits. If  you ever wanna come aboard. If  you ever wanna come aboard...”

“Not yet, but I might take you up on it later. I want to make this work.”

He looked up at the sounds of footsteps and saw Amanda walk up the trail.

“Mandy’s here. We’re going to get a bite to eat. Call you later.”

“Hang in there, make it work.”

He got up, walked up to Mandy, and wrapped his arms around her, but before he could say anything, she began to tell him about her discovery.

“I found an abandoned home. It's under the largest mass of weeds I've ever seen. Like, almost entirely covered by it. It looked like a hill.”

He smiled, “A mystery. The seller mentioned some ruins. I’d be more excited, but I'm starving, and I don’t feel like cooking. So, unless you do, let's find a restaurant in town. Mexican sounds good to you?”

A voice from the darkness surprised them.

“How about a home-cooked dinner instead? I’m Sam Oswell, your neighbor.”
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Keeping his mouth shut, not wanting to get dragged into a vlog or an argument, he peeked at her from the corner of his eye as he drove. The damn phone wasn’t in her hand, and Mandy was staring into the woods. He reached out and tugged softly at her earlobe before caressing her cheek with the back of his fingers. Mandy turned, grabbed his hand and kissed it.

“All good now?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry, I was cranky and tired. I’ll work on being less of an asshole.”

“Don’t say that about yourself. It hurts me to hear it. How would you feel if I put myself down?” She laughed. “Anyway, you’re less of an asshole than when we first met.”

He grinned. “I’m all for progress.”

He took her hand and relaxed. A lot—not all mind you—of the anger he’d always repressed was gone and this relationship had worked that particular miracle, and along with that anger some of his fears evaporated.  Yet the biggest ones remained. Was he worth it? Would she leave him after the next argument? And, of course, his oldest emotional hit, his spiritual golden oldie of despair. What’s wrong with me? But he refused to ruminate himself into a funk, and the sight of lights at the potter’s place told him they had arrived.

Two other cars—one a police cruiser—were parked in a graveled area near the front of the house.  At the entrance, an older man, flanked by a woman around the same age, waved his arm in greeting. Besides the couple, a police officer raised her drink to them in a silent welcome.

Sam walked up to them and made introductions all around.

“Kyle, Mandy, this is Ralf Stollie, Esperville’s mayor, and that's his missus, Gloria. And this strong woman in uniform is Chief Kashida James. Come on in.”

Standards ‘please to meetcha’ were exchanged, Kyle and Mandy bumped elbows with the dinner attendees in deference to the new flu going around that might turn out to be the next COVID. Kyle couldn’t help but notice that none of them looked particularly pleased, and the welcoming smiles didn’t reach their watchful eyes. The gathering felt stiff, and he wondered why they’d been invited at all. Mandy, whom he considered normal compared to himself and his upbringing, and too optimistic of people’s good nature, didn't notice. She grinned back and bumped elbows with the giddy glee of a child.

He smiled, knowing full well that she was scouring the surroundings with the eyes of a filmmaker and storyteller. He felt a sudden burst of love for her and wished they were alone. Then he suppressed a grimace as he realized that if they were alone, they might have found something to argue about. No, he—Kyle corrected himself— might have found something to argue about. Maybe once they’d settled in a more normal daily workflow, he’d take her up on her request that he’d get some therapy. Couldn’t hurt. Not wanting to think about it, he switched back to keeping a wary look on their hosts.

Nothing like a wonky childhood to make you hypersensitive and constantly second-guessing the intentions of others.  On the other hand, nothing wrong with being cagey. He looked around and caught Ralf watching him, assessing and judging. When they locked eyes, Ralf kept his gaze, grinned, and raised his glass to him.

Make that extra cagey. Kyle thought. With a thin smile of his own he edged closer to Mandy.

Gloria headed for the kitchen, “Leave the dinner to me. It'll be simple but delicious, I promise.”

Sam leaned closer to Kyle and muttered in his ear. “It won’t be simple, but it’ll be delicious. Gloria used to run the best restaurant in town for three decades before packing it in.” He stepped back and clapped his hands for attention, “Everyone, we’re going to eat outside in the backyard. Lots of fresh air there. And I think everyone here is vaccinated.” He pointed a finger at Kyle and Mandy, “Right?”

“We got the poke!” Mandy confirmed.

“Poked.” Kyle agreed and followed Sam to the backyard. A ‘backyard’ in the sense that it was a cleared-out area encircled by strings of colorful lights, its edges further delineated from the woods around them by pots with colorful plants. A large rustic table was set in the center of the backyard, covered with a colorful linen tablecloth, set with dishes and bowls that looked like unique creations.

Kyle picked up his dish and admired the glaze. “You made this?”

“Yes, they are mine. I think you get a different feeling when you use something that’s not mass-produced, something crafted with intent and care. And that dish has an oatmeal glaze with iron oxide flakes.”

“It’s beautiful. I mean it. I’m not just being polite.” Kyle muttered while running his fingers on the plate, feeling the bumps from the iron oxide and tilting back and forth to admire the play of the light on the glazes. At last, he set it back on the table, surprised at how much pleasure he’d gotten from looking and touching it. I guess that’s what art does to you. “Once we get a real roof over our heads and we’re settled in, I’ll commission a full dinner set.”

“It’ll be a pleasure. Until then, I have plenty to spare if you need some.”

Kyle, who hated to be beholden, surprised himself again by accepting the offer. This was art, and he wanted something beautiful, something unique.

“I’ll take you up on it.”

At the far edge of the backyard he spotted trees with branches decorated with blue and colorful tinted bottles. Tiki torches and lamps added extra light.

“Why’d you stick bottles on those trees?”

Sam scoffed, “They are spirit bottles. They trap spirits overnight, and the sun kills them in the daylight.”

“Does it work?”

“I don’t think we got spirits roaming the woods around here. But the bottles look festive enough, and they are empty in the mornings, so who knows? Maybe they work. Have a seat. You two want beer, wine?” Sam asked.

“I’ll have a soda, Mandy?”

“Yeah, soda’s fine, thank you.”

“Soda. In my days, people couldn’t get to a beer fast enough. Sit down; I’ll be back.”

No sooner had they taken their seats than Ralf and the chief of police took theirs, facing them across the table. This didn’t feel like a friendly welcome wagon meeting to Kyle. Chief Jones in particular, appeared weary, and Kyle thought she’d rather be home. With her kids, or dogs, or better half, or whatever made her happy at the end of the day, but her presence had been requested. And it had been a request she couldn’t or wouldn’t refuse.

Ralf theatrically cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention and lifted his glass of wine to propose a toast. They all picked up their drinks, but Kyle, distrustful Kyle, thought the man looked at Mandy and him like they were a transaction he needed to finalize. A chore that needed doing.

“I'm starting to feel a bit nervous here. Is there a problem with the property? It went through the regular disclosures, no septic tanks, liens, oil storage—” Kyle asked the mayor.

“Whoa, you don’t beat around the bush, do you? No, nothing like that, I can assure you. But how did you come to take ownership of the property, Kyle?”

Kyle shrugged and leaned back in his chair, putting a few extra inches of distance between them. It was none of the man’s business how they got the place, and he didn’t care for the question, but it wasn’t one worth dodging.

“We bought it from Jim Helms’s estate.”

Ralf nodded, “That’s Patsy’s brother. We couldn’t get a hold of him. Legally, he had to wait until she was declared dead before he could sell, and it's been, what...seven years now? Yes, seven, and Patsy is legally dead.”

Kyle shrugged. He glanced past the backyard to their parked truck beginning to wish the gathering was over and done with.

“It sounds like there's a story there, but whoever this Patsy was, or what family history there is. It's our land now.” Mandy added.

Ralf smiled, “And it's a good piece of land. It's just...this will sound crazy.”

He paused, comically tightened his lips and looked heavenward as if thinking hard for the appropriate word to best describe the ‘unbelievable’ in the tale. Sam, back with the drinks, had no patience with Ralf’s folksy schtick and cut in the conversation to get to the point.

“There's no easy way to say this. Patsy's home has a portal to another world.”

Mandy burst out laughing and laughed until tears streamed down her face, Kyle’s crooked grin turned into slack-jawed incredulity. He exchanged glances with Mandy and soon was laughing with her.

“Is this being recorded? Like for social media or YouTube? This is a joke, right?” She asked.

“I wish,” Sam replied.

“Wow, this is wild. You're trying to scare us off, I get it. Rumors are true. Oregonians hate people from California, but come on.”

Sam shook his head, “No. That was in the early nineties. I don’t think anyone cares if you’re from California, Lala Land, or wherever. And no one is trying to scare you.”

Ralf agreed, “Absolutely! Welcome to the community. Good to see young, smart people move in; we just want to...to inform you. To let you know... that you have purchased a unique piece of land. One we hope you’ll sell it to the town. At a profit, of course.” And gave them his best votes-winning smile.
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Hunger, exhaustion, and curiosity kept them from bolting. Gloria, who must have been waiting for the conversation to die down, arrived soon after with perfectly baked, full-sized salmon. She set it on the tables before disappearing to the kitchen again, and not a minute later, she returned with a large salad bowl filled with fresh greens, tomatoes, and hazelnuts.

“Everything is organic and from our garden,” she said. “Not the salmon of course. And I baked the bread today.”

“And there will be pie!” Ralf added.

Good move, Kyle thought. You’d have to beat me away from this table with a stick now. But a menu like this must have needed some preparation. They were waiting for us.

Sam and Gloria did the honor, filling everyone’s plates. Then, as everyone began to eat, Gloria picked up the story.

“You may have seen the house in the weeds. It belonged to Patsy Helms, retired. She briefly worked at a local nursery as an accountant. She joined our community, late fall? Maybe six months or so before she went missing? We know that Sam's son, Jesse, also went missing on the same day she did.”

Sam, who’d been poking and moving his food around the plate instead of eating, forced himself to take a bite and nodded without looking up.

“We searched her home. Of course.” Gloria continued, “that's when we became aware of the problem. Have you seen the plants around there yet? Not normal, are they? And some plants were already growing inside the house.”

Ralf took up the tale. “Since then, other people who go near it have gone missing. Nothing we can quite prove has to do with the house, but. We leave it alone; we put up black mold signs. Instead of a haunted house, we worked hard to put out the message that it was a toxic house. For the most, people leave it alone.”

Kyle devoured the food on his plate in record time and with a sigh of satisfaction leaned back in his seat, wishing he’d worn roomier pants as he stretched out his long legs under the table to coax a bit more space for his belly. Feed me like this, and you can tell me fairy tales whenever you want. He tried to understand their hosts. If they were pranking, they were keeping an incredibly straight face. But what could it be, if not utter bullshit? And to what purpose, except to take away what belonged to him and Mandy? Were they some weird back-of-the-woods cult? Instability and chaos always bring out the crazies and the grifters closer to the surface. The new virus was creating another Covid event.

“So, why didn’t you burn it down? Middle of the night, nobody around. Some gasoline and match should have done the trick.” He asked, then glanced at Chief James, “Speaking hypothetically, of course.”

She waved the comment away with a wry smile. “I’m sure happy you’re not suggesting any such thing as arson, it being against the law and all. I heard some misguided idiots might have tried.” Her smile tightened, and she turned to look at Ralf. “But it was before my time. Not something that would or should happen on my watch.”

Ralf nodded and picked up the story. “There were some failed attempts, and we’ve had a bit of a drought lately. Nothing like an ember flying in the wrong direction and torching the rest of the landscape. No, thank you! So, we decided to buy the house. It was our bad luck that you beat us to it. The town would love to buy it from you. Give us a good price, and you’ll make your money back and more. Plus, as this town's mayor, I can help you find an even better piece of land. And at a better price.” The politician's smile returned then, “I ‘know people’ as they say!”

Kyle and Mandy exchanged looks and then rose from their seats. He grasped her hand and began to pull her toward the door to make their exit. “We need some time to think about this, and we have a third partner. He’d have to weigh in. Thank you for the delicious dinner. It was great meeting you all, but we need some time to think about your offer.”

Ralf beamed again, and Kyle wished he quit doing that. At this point it felt artificial and insincere, increasing his mistrust of the whole thing.

“Understandable, but it's a good offer!”
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​Chapter 6
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That night they lay together in the comfort of their small bed in the aged trailer. The fatigue from the long trip settled on them both like a weighted blanket and pulled them into the depth of slumber. Kyle almost felt out of body as his fingers stroked Mandy’s long blond hair, then as more of the tethers to the waking world fell away, his hand fell to the pillow. Mandy’s whisper reached him as if from far away. But reach him it did, and he blinked his eyes wide open.

“I recorded them on my phone. I turned it on under the table.”

“Creepy.”

“I just had this urge.”

“It’s called an addiction.”

He fought sleep to pull her closer, then leaned over and kissed her temple, her cheek, until his lips found hers, and the kiss lingered. His lips teased hers, soft against soft.

Mandy turned and embraced him.

“A perfect kiss.” She almost purred, her voice sultry.

“I have the coveted perfect kisses rating.” He ran his hand along her side and brought it to rest on her hip. “Let’s take the offer. We make more money, get a piece of land that’s as good if not better, and let them have their spooky stories. It’s not like we have an emotional attachment to this place.”

“We don’t. But how much more money could we make from ‘another dimension’? I know you don’t like complications, but let’s slow down on this.”

“There are no secret worlds, no planet B, or other dimensions. It’s just not a thing. That’s just the pure, same rank bullshit my mother believed in before deciding to leave me for her la-la land cult.”

She knew better than to get drawn into that argument. Kyle didn’t just disbelieve in anything remotely weird; he was dead set against it. He believed in disbelief. He believed in skepticism.

“Well, I want to take my gear and film the mysterious Helms house first.”

“You’re not worried that you’ll disappear?”

“No. And anyway, if it happens, I expect you to find me and bring me back. Because I love you, you love me, and I know you’ll find me. Anyway, it’s not like I believed them. Maybe there's gold under there or oil. Or a big ass company wants the land at a better price.”

“There's no oil in the hills of Oregon, and I doubt there’s much gold either.” He poked her belly. “Maybe, they didn’t like Patsy as much as they claimed to. They secretly hated her, did away with the ole’ lady and buried her in the backyard. What they fear is us digging up her bones.”

She laughed, “That would be awesome! I could make a great true crime video of it. Can you imagine the views?! I’d sell it to Netflix.”

He slid on top of her and kissed her again, “Maybe, they embezzled the town funds, and old Patsy found out, but they caught her, so now her old skull is grinnin’ at beetles and worms, six feet under.”

“God, you’ve got the gruesome touch! That’s it. First thing tomorrow, this is going on my channel.”

Kyle pulled away. “No. No, you just hold off on that. If they wind up as the butt of everyone’s jokes, or on the cover of a gossip rag, they might not want to buy us out. They’ll sue us out of existence and pick up the remains.”

“Calm down. I'm not in a hurry to tell them.”

“Your watchers will twitter, chitter, whatever the fuck and instead them buying us out, they’ll sue us. Just hold off.” He let out a sound between a sigh and grunt and rolled to his side, “I'm so sick of you recording everything. Life happens even if you don't record it, okay?”

“Jesus Christ! You and your mood swings. That’s it. Once we are settled in, we’re seeing a couple’s therapist.”

“I don’t need to talk to anyone.”

“And yet, you will.”

Her angry, tight voice made Kyle rethink the need for a snappy reply, and sullen he rolled over and retreated into sleep. His internal voice followed him all the way into dreamland. What’s wrong with you? It asked.
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The loud motor of a powerful truck stopping way too close to the trailer announced the start of the





























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
W(EXLC@ME

When Covanagh





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





