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Chapter One

 


Internet Results:
Characteristics of a Haunted House

Shuttered, decaying, and
isolated, the typical haunted mansion seeps atmosphere. Hollywood
prefers the Gothic or Tudor, though any classic creepy-looking
manse will do—especially if a menacing iron fence surrounds it and
it beckons under a threatening sky.

Smiling down at the text, I had to
admit he got it mostly right. This whole job interview felt like
the setup for a cheap Gothic romance.

Ahead of me, Grey Crag dominated the
crest of the Devon hillside, an uneasy mix of Victorian, Tudor, and
Romanesque, gabled and mullioned to its red tile rooftops. But the
granite walls looked sturdy enough, the windows were neither vacant
nor eyelike, the sky blared blue with no hint of storm, and I felt
nothing more ominous than a faint pain from sitting too long.
“Tally ho,” I muttered, unbuckling the seat belt.

Gothic heroines probably spring lithe
and willowy from their bucket seats, but I squeezed out from behind
the steering wheel, tugging my jacket to hide that I was more maple
than willow.

I really needed this job.

The stone steps led me through a
double archway, beyond which loomed the portal—no mere door for
Grey Crag. What name would suit the rental D.J. and I shared in
Malvern? Bungle-low, maybe? From a nearby pillar, an honest-to-God
gargoyle glared over my shoulder as I pressed the brass doorbell,
triggering Westminster chimes to echo through passageways beyond.
Taking advantage of the wait, I checked my reflection in the
sidelight windows framing the door. The limp hair looked a little
reddish in the afternoon sunlight instead of its usual boring
brown. I smoothed flyaway strands, straightened my tortoiseshell
glasses, buttoned the navy blazer, sucked in my stomach, and
adjusted the matching skirt, which had a tendency to ride up over
my expanding hips. There. I looked cool, calm, and professional. I
could pull this off.

Considering the setting, I expected a
cadaverous Mrs. Danvers clone to answer the bell.

Instead, a chubby tabby swished across
the flagstones to squeak expectantly. “Pushy beast, aren’t you?”
While bent to stroke the welcoming committee, bottom to the door, I
heard a scuffle and the creak of hinges.

“Mrs. Livingston, I
presume.”

So much for first impressions. I
shored up my drooping dignity, upped the amps of my wide smile, and
held out my hand. “Mrs. Parrish?”

The woman answering the door looked
frail, but her grip could take down an Amazon. “So happy to meet
you. And I see you’ve already met Penrod.” She glanced down at the
twitching tail and back at me. “Have any trouble finding
us?”

“Hard to miss the place.” I
wasn’t exaggerating. Along this stretch of lane, the landscape bore
only the mansion and a few well-trimmed trees. “And I grew up not
too far from here, in a subdivision up Waterloo Road.”

“Well, welcome back to
Pennsylvania, then. Please, come in.” The cat stalked through the
arched doors to a wide hallway. “I don’t think I included you,” the
owner chided. Penrod didn’t seem to take offense.

I suppose the echoing space was more a
foyer or even a narthex, since its dimensions shouted cathedral.
D.J.’s dire predictions proved true again. The ceiling above us
rose twenty feet, timbered in dark wood. The same wood gleamed
under rectangles of Oriental carpeting in cabernet red.

I’d been prepared for the grandeur,
but not the light that bounced off the carved paneling, parquet
floor, and marble fireplace. It warmed the stained glass in the
first bend of the massive staircase and made a halo of the white
curls crowning Mrs. Parrish’s head.

“Rather much at first
sight, isn’t it?” she laughed. “Even I’m overwhelmed sometimes, and
I’ve lived here most of my life.”

I couldn’t imagine a miniature Mrs.
Parrish growing up in such a place. “You must love it here.” I
consciously resisted the urge to run a hand over the smooth wood.
“It’s so majestic and peaceful.”

“That’s what my father
always said. He called it his haven, his retreat from the city.”
She stared at the mantelpiece without seeing. “He never wanted to
leave.” She nodded her head, a faraway look in her eyes. “My
husband felt the same way.”

“I can certainly understand
that.” I felt a little uneasy about the mantelpiece urn that seemed
to capture her attention. “I’m eager to hear more about the
position.”

“Let’s go into the library,
then. It’s nice and cheerful this time of morning.” Despite her
age, the woman made good time across the checkerboard of carpets
through an archway beyond the staircase. “I have some coffee and
sweet rolls all ready.”

The spread on the refectory table
alone was enough to convince me I wanted this gig. Ahead, the cat
leaped up to inspect the offerings. Shooing him away, his owner
gestured to a nearby settee flanking a second fireplace. “Please
make yourself comfortable, Mrs. Livingston. It’s softer than it
looks.”

“You know, much of your
home strikes me just that way. Surprisingly inviting.” I settled in
and accepted a cup. I could get used to this.

“So you feel it, then,” her
hostess nodded. “Some do right away.”

“I’ve never really
considered myself the sensitive type.” I sipped cautiously and
tugged my skirt.

Mrs. Parrish smiled. “That may well
work in your favor. The last person in the position turned out to
be a bit too sensitive.”

I laughed. “No one’s ever accused me
of that.” Except my cheating, porno-obsessed ex-husband. I decided
to leave that part out.

“There are all kinds of
sensitivity, Mrs. Livingston.” Her smile had deepened, revealing an
impressive set of dentures. “So let’s get down to business. I see
that you can drive.”

I smiled back. “I can. I also possess
excellent verbal and written skills and considerably more than a
high school GED,” I added. “I enjoy reading and researching. I can
bend, stoop, push, reach, sit, and walk with no problem, and I can
heft a weight greater than Penrod here if required.”

Mrs. Parrish chuckled, a creaky sound
that matched the door hinges. “You must have memorized the
ad.”

“Ma’am, this companion job
and I are a perfect fit in every way.”

“Perhaps you wouldn’t mind
a little audition?”

“Excuse me?”

“I don’t see as well as I’d
like, but I do enjoy books.” She nodded to the volumes that lined
the library shelves. “As you can tell, a love of literature runs in
my family. Do you have a favorite author, Mrs.
Livingston?”

“I’m sure I couldn’t pick
just one,” I answered, hoisting myself from the settee to scan the
titles, mostly leather-bound classic sets of Shakespeare, Dickens,
Hardy, and Doyle. “I like a variety—Austen, the Brontës, of course.
Tim O’Brien, Kurt Vonnegut, Toni Morrison, Angela Carter, early
Stephen King…“ Pausing, I selected a copy of the Shirley Jackson
novel I’d taught a few years before. “I love this book.” After
wiping my glasses, I read the opening lines aloud, finishing with
“silence lay steadily against the wood and
stone of Hill House, and whatever walked there, walked
alone.”

Mrs. Parrish’s smile hadn’t dimmed.
“Yes, I think you’ll fit right in,” she said. With exactly what,
she didn’t say.


Chapter Two

 


Squeezed again into the front seat, I
wasted no time in texting the one person most likely to care. “I
got it. Start packing.” I was already calculating how many
additional boxes I’d need. I’d probably lose the deposit on the
rental house, but scoring free room and board, along with a living
wage, more than made up for the loss. Most importantly, we’d be
settled into one of the best school districts in the state before
Labor Day.

D.J., of course, failed to appreciate
these benefits, a fact he made clear after I pulled into the
cracked driveway of the rental. He was waiting on the stoop like an
angry chaperone whose charge left the prom to make out in the
parking lot.

“God, Mom, we just moved
in.” His voice cracked from an infusion of fury and puberty. “Do
you ever stop and think about how I feel?”

His tone and phrasing perfectly
matched his father’s when I’d walked out on him months earlier.
Oddly enough, I felt no more compelled to placate the boy than I
had the man, insensitive bitch that I am. “Here, take these
inside,” I answered, thrusting a bag in his arms. “And don’t squish
them.”

He peered into the bag. “What’s in
here?”

“A sampling of the kind of
eating you can look forward to in the new place,” I tossed back.
“Not that I was thinking about you or anything.” I softened
somewhat. “Try the sticky bun. It’s a local classic.”

“Man, there are three kinds
of danishes in here. And an éclair.” The last phrase was muffled as
he stuffed the pastry into his mouth.

I plopped down next to him on the
stoop, brushing his hair off his face so I could find his eyes.
“There’s more where that came from. Lots more.”

“This doesn’t make it
right, you know.” He bit into the cherry danish.

“Helps, though, doesn’t
it?” I firmly tamped the guilt down and forged on. “And we’ll
pretty much have a whole wing to call our own. Wait till you see
this place.”

“Already did.” D.J. managed
to smirk with a full mouth. “Google street view.”

“So?”

“Looks like that place
in Rocky Horror.”

“You’re too young to
watch Rocky Horror. And it’s nothing like that place. That was a creepy
castle.”

He looked up, his blue gaze pinning
me. “And your point is?”

“D.J., this is the best I
can do. We’ll have a great place to live, great food, a steady
income…”

“We had that stuff
before.”

He was right. He used to live in a
safe home with a fully stocked refrigerator and a father in
residence. He’d lost all of that because of me. Never mind that his
father had turned into a roaming hound with increasingly disturbing
preferences that I could no longer overlook. I squelched the input
signal replaying the day I found a size five purple thong
underneath our bed. Then I tried gating a flood of other
memories—David’s scathing list of my sexual inadequacies, my
pitiful efforts to please, kneeling at his feet, promising to do
anything and discovering I had nothing he wanted
anymore.

Not that my professional life was any
better. The junior college where I had worked was in lockdown at
least once a month, and I had been downing antidepressants like
they were breath mints.

A failing marriage, a classroom full
of potential psychopaths, and a judgmental adolescent would’ve been
enough to drive anyone to seek peace through pharmacology, right?
Unfortunately, even in a medicinal fog, my problems persisted. I’ve
always latched on for security, and the ground was breaking up
beneath me.

If you keep doing the same thing,
nothing changes. I don’t know which talk show I heard that on, but
it stuck with me because it had that zing of Truth that jolts you
like a blue light in the rearview mirror. Sometimes you just can’t
look away from the car wreck. Since change seemed my only sane
option, I escaped my crumbling landscape and hurled towards a
different life full throttle. Unfortunately for D.J., he’d been
hijacked along on the voyage.

“It’ll be different, but
that doesn’t mean it won’t be good, kiddo.” I cringed at the
pleading note in my voice.

“Good for you, maybe.” He
stood up, grabbed the bag, and slammed through the screen
door.

Obviously I had a talent for making
men miserable whether they were fourteen or forty. After grabbing
my purse and locking the car, I followed D.J. inside. He had thrown
himself onto the ugly brown sofa, ignoring my entrance in favor of
a video game. I imagined each shot at the screen was meant for
me.

Conceding this round, I kicked off the
sensible navy pumps, shrugged out of the tight blazer, and crossed
the room to the cramped kitchen to brew a pot of tea. Brewing tea
represents stability and order. God knows I needed both. I chose a
zingy lemon blend for an afternoon boost. If I’d been the mature
heroine in one of those journey-to-self-discovery books, I’d be off
learning Italian or discovering love in a seaside cottage or
joining a cadre of kooky females on a road trip to a dude ranch.
Instead, I pulled my notebook out of my purse and began a
list.

Lists are another sign of
stability and order. I rely on lists. That lengthy pro-con list led
me away to this seedy suburb. A list of my meager talents led me to
the companion position with Mrs. Parrish. And a good list would
point me to true north and keep me from beating my head against the
counter right now. I jotted down tasks: contacting the landlord,
forwarding mail, renting another trailer, getting D.J. registered
for school, and having him call David with our new address. After
briefly considering that I’d been gone all morning and remembering
his father’s habits, I added two more to the list:
check search history and get boxes from the liquor
store.

I figured when all this was done and I
had secured a paycheck, I’d deserve a celebratory drink too. Other
than kitchen essentials, toiletries, electronic devices, and
clothing, we hadn’t really unpacked. The rental house always seemed
stubbornly temporary, as if it resented any attempt to personalize
it. Likewise, D.J. hadn’t made any friends in the neighborhood,
preferring to stay connected online with friends back
home.

Home. I had to stop thinking of that
tidy brick colonial in North Carolina as home. No one was feeding
the roses or filling the hummingbird feeder. The comforters had not
been sent to the cleaners. And I really didn’t want to know what
was happening on my high thread count sheets. Did I?

No. Time to cut bait and sail on. Odd how a cliché can creep in
when you least expect it. It was like we’d left the Badlands behind
and booked a cruise. We’d brave choppy seas in the week ahead, but
we were out of the doldrums. Grinning, I doodled a sailboat in the
margin of my list.

“So, Mom.” D.J. slouched
over to the counter. He was already a head taller than me and built
lean. He had his dad’s sunlight coloring instead of my basic beige.
At this moment, I couldn’t find any of me in him. I sketched a
shark fin in the water around the boat.

“Son?” I was determined to
win this round.

“When exactly are you
expecting us to move to the Halls of Horror?”

I was tempted to mention that if he
rolled his eyes too much, they might get stuck, but I showed some
restraint. “We should be able to get this all packed up by Friday,”
I said instead. “Or sooner, depending on how much you
help.”

When he was two, those eyes had been
windows to his soul, but now they took another turn around his
sockets. “You’re always after me to do stuff.”

“Terrible, isn’t it? You
are without a doubt the most ill-treated, disadvantaged,
unappreciated minion in Malvern.” I suddenly remembered I’d left
out the most important feature of our new home. I worked to keep my
tone casual, though I knew this might be the deciding factor in the
move, from D.J.’s perspective. “By the way, this place has
something you can’t have here.”

“My very own
vampire?”

“A cat.”

D.J. smiled. It passed for a smile,
anyway. He’d always wanted a pet, but his father had allergies to
more than just monogamy. The cat had tipped the balance in Grey
Crag’s favor. “The end of the week. You do know what day that is,
don’t you, Mom?”

“The day after
Thursday?”

“It’s Friday the
Thirteenth.”

Lucky us.


Chapter Three

 


Internet Results:
Shadow Figures

Shadow people are among
the most often reported paranormal phenomena. While some claim they
are hallucinations or tricks of the light, others believe these
flickering figures are truly malevolent.

The shadow in the corner didn’t really
look like a human figure. It was just my imagination, probably
unleashed by exhaustion. I was beyond tired in body and mind, not
that I’d admit to it publicly. But alone in this out-of-the-way
parlor, I had let my body slump in the armchair and my mind
wander.

No, it didn’t really look like a
figure. It must be a trick of the light as it filtered at odd
angles through the jutting Victorian furnishings. The head-like
knob at the top might come from the plaster medallion hanging from
the high ceiling, and the arm probably resulted from the way the
late afternoon sun pushed through the heavy green drapes behind me.
That’s all. No dark figure lurked in the shadows. There was no
body. It was just an optical illusion, a projection from my
overactive imagination. I was obviously overtired. And that
celebratory shot I’d downed upstairs must be having an
effect.

It had taken two trips for D.J. and me
to load and move our belongings down Paoli Pike, past aging
cookie-cutter subdivisions, around a series of bends along a narrow
lane, and up the drive to Grey Crag. Item by item, I had ticked off
my checklist, turning in keys and signing papers until I’d cleared
all the hurdles. We’d even managed to keep pretty much on schedule
in order to get the U-Haul back to the lot before it
closed.

Of course, we’d lost some time on the
first run while D.J. gawked at the estate, abandoning his hardened
teen shell for once. Over the week, his attitude towards the move
had gone through a puzzling transformation, a change I didn’t want
to examine too closely. His enthusiasm and my suspicions grew
simultaneously. When we stood in the drive looking up at the
mansion, he had that same look on his face that Carter must have
had when he first looked in King Tut’s tomb. And our new home was
indeed full of marvelous things. While under the Grey Crag spell,
D.J. even managed, unprompted, a handshake and pleasant greeting
for Mrs. Parrish. This move definitely had advantages.

The kid had already made a friend of
sorts. As he grudgingly hauled boxes, Penrod darted after him. So
maybe this cheerful disposition was temporary, but the new start
had been promising, all in all. Yes, it had been a good day, and I
lazed, guilt-free, as the sun set.

David and I used to sit like this on
the porch swing on summer evenings after dinner, thigh to thigh,
sharing the day’s dramas—his from the agency, mine from the
classroom. For just a moment, I allowed myself to wonder what was
happening two states away inside that brick house. Would David be
cracking open a beer on the patio? Would some anorexic aviation
blonde be sipping cheap rosé from my wedding crystal?

The hour between day and night always
unsettled me. I knew that there was nothing in the dark that wasn’t
there in the light, but somehow, I didn’t find that knowledge
comforting. In the dark, things can sneak up on you, or you can
stumble on them unexpectedly. If you confront them, they can bite.
It takes a concentrated exercise of the will to refuse to
acknowledge what you suspect may be there.

As a girl, at this time of day, I’d
always made sure I was upstairs, beyond the lengthening shadows,
above the gathering storm in the living room. When the sun hit the
horizon, my mother hit the bottle of scotch, drinking herself
blind. I generally hit my room, even if the neighborhood kickball
game outside continued until it was dark. But I was safe here in
this mansion, I reminded myself. For all intents and purposes, I
was home. Well, for now.

* * *

Earlier in the afternoon, when all the
boxes had been unloaded, Mrs. Parrish and Penrod had escorted D.J.
on a tour of the first floor. I’d never seen him have such an
interest in architecture and history. Before long, he had my
employer in the library reciting her genealogy and showing him
pictures of the house and its inhabitants over the years. I hoped
he was keeping a lid on his mouth. We both needed the promised
paycheck.

Feeling a chill, I stomped on the idea
of someone walking over my grave and sank more firmly into the red
leather, tugging at my rumpled shorts and tuning out my aching
muscles and the faint rustles about the room. While I focused on my
lethargy, I tried to identify the sounds: old ashes sifting in the
fireplace or the brush of dry branches against the windows,
perhaps. A distant skittering across the dining room floor through
the archway to my right sharpened my attention and made me
look.

Craning my sore neck to detect the
source of the noise, I spied Penrod, striped tail erect, batting
something solid across the polished floor. The object slid left and
right between his paws, then skated across the room and into the
grand hallway beyond. It hit the wall with a solid
thunk.

Cats aren’t the only creatures that
can’t curb their curiosity. I admire cats. They strike me as
fundamentally undomesticated and opportunistic. Eons past, I
imagine they skulked around the perimeters of camp fires, lingering
until they spied an opportunity to insinuate themselves, ensuring a
steady supply of food and soft surfaces. My own curiosity got the
better of me as I stood up to see what Penrod had
captured.

Muscles complaining, I traced the
cat’s solo soccer match as it advanced to the foot of the
staircase. Above me, the jeweled stained glass spilled deep red
pools on the hardwood below thanks to the sun. Penrod crouched in
the middle of one bloody spot, staring past me at the landing.
Unnerved, I bent to examine the object he’d abandoned.

Penrod’s plaything was dark and
curved. Four pointed tines stabbed my palm as I cupped it. In the
dim light from a wall sconce, I identified it as an ornamental
comb, the kind my mother had worn to secure her French twist in
those elegant years of up-dos. This comb weighed heavier in my hand
than the plastic variety, however. It could be celluloid or even
tortoiseshell, given the carved rosettes along its peak. It was
certainly antique.

“Took your toy, didn’t I?”
Penrod shifted his unwavering green gaze to me.

“Is that you, Mrs.
Livingston?” Mrs. Parrish called from the library at the other end
of the hall. I wondered briefly who else she thought it might be
before answering.

“Yes, Mrs. Parrish,” I
called back. “Just looking at what the cat dragged in.” My voice
sounded hollow as it echoed off the paneling.

Mrs. Parrish made her way down the
hall to my side and looked askance at Penrod. “Catch something
interesting this time?” she asked. I held out the odd comb while
the cat stalked over to the hallway fireplace and coiled gracefully
to wash his back.

“Oh, my. I wonder where
that came from,” Mrs. Parrish warbled, stroking a bent forefinger
over the intricate carving.

D.J. crowded in. “What is it, Mom? Let
me see.” His head blocked the light. I nudged him to one
side.

“It’s an old-fashioned hair
comb.”

“A comb? It’s too bent and
spiky to be a comb.” He crowded in again.

“It’s the fancy kind women
used to use a long time ago to pin their hair. Do you recognize it,
Mrs. Parrish?”

The older woman remained still as she
turned the comb over, a tremor in her hand. “Why, I believe this
must have belonged to my Aunt Beatrice. She had such lovely long
hair in her younger days—never let a scissor near it, even when
bobs were all the rage.” She smiled slightly, remembering. “She
used to let me brush it and braid it when I was little.”

“Did she live here too?”
D.J. was never shy about asking anything.

“Her whole life, with the
exception of a few years when she married and moved to Bryn Mawr.
Her poor husband didn’t last long. Influenza, you know.” She lapsed
into the memory.

I leaned towards D.J., who looked
puzzled. “That’s the flu,” I whispered.

“He died of the flu?” What
D.J. lacked in tact he made up for in volume. “People can die from
that?”

Mrs. Parrish’s gaze reminded me of
Penrod’s, focused and unwavering. However, her gaze was directed at
something behind us, something I couldn’t see. “Yes, people can
die. They can die from that—and a great many other things, I’m
afraid.”

D.J. couldn’t suppress his ghoulish
streak. “Is Beatrice dead too? Where’d she die? Here?”

“D.J., hush, you little
cretin,” I hissed. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Parrish. He needs a
refresher course in sensitivity.”

Mrs. Parrish’s smile resurfaced,
though her faded blue eyes remained sad as they looked at D.J. “I
believe I explained to your mother that being overly sensitive is
no virtue here, young man.” She handed the comb back to me. “Yes,
my Aunt Beatrice came back to Grey Crag during the war, when I was
around eight. She was all I had for a long time after my parents—.
Well, she was still here when I married my dear Matthew, but by
then she’d turned a little queer.” She paused, eyes fixed. “Poor
Beatrice breathed her last just down the hall from where you and
your mother moved in this afternoon, as a matter of
fact.”

D.J.’s insensitive face lit up. “Cool!
Can I go see where?”

“D.J.!” How could I have
given birth to this child? And why didn’t I drown him in
infancy?

“Well, I—I suppose, if you
like. It’s the door at the end of the hall directly above the
library—the one with the bay window.” She looked overhead. “They
said Aunt Beatrice was never the same after Uncle Willy passed. She
suffered so from grief. From loneliness. It all took its toll. As
the years went by, she kept more and more to her room, kind of, oh,
perhaps ‘nesting’ is the term for it.”

D.J. had already bolted up the stairs
and reached the wide landing. “Coming, Mom?”

“I guess.” Apparently my
kid needed a keeper as well as a muzzle. I looked at my employer
with an apologetic shrug and set the comb on the mantel next to the
urn. Trailing Penrod, I climbed past the landing, turning again and
again until I reached the next floor, where the hallway stretched
for leagues in either direction. I had to stop to catch my
breath.

* * *

D.J. was already halfway down our
section of the corridor, his thin form barely visible since no one
had thought to leave the hall lights burning in anticipation of the
night. Unnerved, I hurried to catch up with him as he reached the
open doorway at the end.

Penrod had stopped in front of D.J.’s
room and was carefully licking his paws, as if washing himself
clean of the whole adventure. I’ve always thought that cats have
more sense than humans. Admittedly, I was feeling zero at the bone
when I saw my only child walk through that dark entrance. Even the
hall felt clammy and chill. I rubbed the goose bumps on my arm, and
then, with a calming breath and stiffened spine, I followed
him.

Once inside the chamber, I realized
the darkness was an illusion. A semicircle of windows at the far
end of the bedroom extended from floor to ceiling, and the last
rays of day burned through, negating the need to locate the light
switch. D.J. had moved to the opposite wall.

“Do you think she died
right in that bed?” I could tell my boy’s appetite for horror
remained unsated.

“If she did, I’m sure
they’ve changed the sheets since then, so don’t get your hopes up.”
The massive mahogany headboard loomed against the papered wall to
my right, rising like a tombstone nearly to the ceiling. Bed
curtains hung like winding cloths from the canopy. Even my similes
had become tainted by the place, I thought.

“Jeez, that bed’s, like,
half the size of my old room,” D.J. marveled. “Mom, check it
out.”

The sunlight was fading fast as I
stepped closer. And I’d put two shots in my celebratory cocktail.
Also, as I mentioned, it had been a very long day. Those are the
only explanations I’m giving for what I saw when I approached that
vast white bed.


Chapter Four

 


At first, I thought it was a dark
stain marring the rumpled counterpane. A step closer, and I watched
the blotch resolve itself into something more closely resembling a
bull’s eye or a target, with a dark outer ring and a roundish
center. The last step revealed the circle was actually fashioned
from a tangled nest of what looked like long black hair. Within
that nest huddled something unhealthy, shriveled, and, God help me,
bald.

“Mom? Mom? You okay?”
Long-ingrained habit made me turn from the thing in the bed towards
my son. When I glanced back, the figure I thought I’d glimpsed had
dissolved into sheets and shadows once more.

I really had to lay off the hard
stuff.

“Of course I’m okay,” I
snapped, more sharply than I intended. “But I think we’ve indulged
your lust for the macabre long enough, kid,” I added as I hustled
him forward and pulled the heavy door shut behind us. “We need to
get back downstairs to Mrs. Parrish.” Knowing food was a great
motivator, I noted, “You must be getting hungry.” Down the hall,
Penrod hadn’t vacated his spot, though his tail now twitched
erratically.

Oblivious as only an adolescent boy
can be, D.J. kept up a steady stream of chatter while we retraced
our steps to find Mrs. Parrish still lingering by the stairs. I
felt a twinge when I spied her from above, alone and vulnerable.
Here I was supposed
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