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Tessa Marlowe sat in front of her computer, reading the notes her literature professor sent on her latest assignments. 

This man hated her and was hell bent on keeping her from graduating.

She had read the book multiple times and, no matter the interpretation, it was always wrong. 

Abysmal writing. Awful prose. Worst thing I’ve read in my life.

She withdrew a breath and tried to suppress her tears.

The silence of the room swallowed her up, and the hateful words started pouring into her ear as acrid whispers.   

Each whisper carried a tone of people she knew or her professors.

“The worst student I’ve had to deal with.”

“Pathetic,”

“You know how worthless you are.”

“You are never going to be anything more than what you are now.”

The last voice, came in loud and harsh “Do it! Do it! Do it!”

As if against her will, her fingers searched for the letter opener hidden in her desk drawer. Her fingers closed around it, drawing it out. Just as she was going to do it, her phone went off.   

Dropping the letter opener back in the drawer, she sighed, caught her breath and checked the notification.

Her friend Marla, texted her. 

Marla: Fuck these finals. I need a break. 

A break sounded good. Tessa glanced at the screen on her computer. The words were no longer as harsh as she thought.

Tessa: Me too. I can't take this anymore. 

Marla: Pie tonight with Alex and Idrina?

Tessa typed out her request to do things without Idrina, but deleted it as she knew it to be fruitless.

Tessa: Yeah, let me go for a run and then I’ll see you there at seven.

Marla: Great. I need this so much.

Tessa tossed the phone away and pulled at her hair.

That phrase let her know she’d be paying for Marla.

She had to run. A good run would clear her head and it would give her less time with Idrina. Once she changed into her workout clothes, she drove to her favorite trail, knowing it would be empty today.

“Counting Bodies Like Sheep to the Rhythm of the War Drums” by A Perfect Circle filled her ears.

After a few clicks, she was ready.

The rage of the song fueled her, making her angrily push her feet into the ground as she ran hard enough for her heart to pound against her ribs.

The grade increased and the song changed.   

She skipped until another song came up, hoping to find one as rage filled as she was.

She wasn’t watching where she was going and rounded the corner too hard. Her feet collided with each other and she nearly fell. She was able to pull one leg in front of the other, sending shooting pain into her right hip.

The voice came back.

“You’re an embarrassment. You dare call yourself a runner.”

She leaned against a tree, rubbed her hip and placed her cold water bottle against her face.

She’ll be fine when she graduates. She’ll be fine when she graduates. She can leave this messy girl behind and be who she wants to be. She repeated the manifestation in her head and calmed down.

Choosing a mid tempo song, she lightly jogged back down to her car.

Tessa ducked into the basement pizza parlor, scanning the room above the heads of the patrons and waitstaff, looking for Marla.

She saw Marla's unmistakable short, sonsie body standing on a chair, waving her down. 

Tessa met Marla at a grocery store when the silly girl was trying to climb the shelves to get something on the top. 

Marla was pretty with bright hazel eyes and wavy chestnut hair. 

They were quite the odd couple. 

Tessa marched over and took her seat. 

Marla was sitting with Alex, the boy who worked in the college book store. 

He was a shorter boy with black frame glasses and a dimpled chin. 

Marla would never admit it, but she was into him. 

She'd been inviting him places more often than she invited their mutual friend, Idrina.  

"Are you okay?" Marla asked, pouring her a glass of soda from the carafe. 

Tessa turned to Marla, "No, I’m not, I...”

"Idrina!" Marla shouted, jumping back onto the chair.

Idrina's portly frame came into view as she sat down, wrapping her cardigan around her chest. 

Alex poured from the carafe. 

Marla sat back down and said "So, tell me about the boy from your pottery class!” Marla said to Idrina, placing her head on her hands.

Tessa hated this boy from pottery class. She and him dated briefly, and knew Idrina only wanted him for that reason. 

Idrina studied Tessa for a while before her mood changed and she started clamoring over this boy Tessa knew she didn’t like.

Their pizza had arrived and they had been taking pieces in between Idrina’s recounting of that time his hand brushed hers.  

"It was like that scene in ghost..."

Tessa scoffed, and failed to suppress her laughter.

“God, you’re laying it on thicker than a BBL.” 

Bemused, Alex said "That's quite a story," 

He looked at Marla, admiring her brown skin in the low light of the parlor. 

Idrina groaned. She had a crush on Alex, but never had the courage to say anything to him. 

Marla said she'd talk to him, but in a few minutes, she'd invited him back to their dorm. 

Tessa thought about what her life would’ve been like if she’d moved to Cedar City six years ago. It was a sore spot between her and her family, and she still harbored resentment at them talking her out of attending college there, and anger at herself for letting them win.  

About halfway through dinner, Tessa's dad called. 

"Oh shit," Tessa said. She'd told him she'd be in her dorm studying all night.

"Just tell him you are out eating." Alex said. 

"Or let it go to voicemail." Marla said. 

"Oh you don't let John Cochran go to voicemail," Idrina said. 

Tessa excused herself from the table and went to the bathroom, finding it mostly empty. 

Pulling the stall door closed, she answered. 

"Hey, Dad,"

"Hey, peanut, how's the studying?"

"Oh, it's fine. Marla brought over some pizza and we're going over my economics final now."

"Okay, you know I love you, peanut."

"Love you, too, Dad."

He hung up. He called a lot and said little. He liked to check up on her. Tessa knew why. 

Pressing the phone to her forehead, she said under her breath "you're okay, you're okay, you're okay,"

It was something she did often when unwanted memories tried to resurface. 

Tessa retuned to the table, entering at the end of the story she was tired of Idrina telling. 

"I was president of my chapter, but so much for that?"

"I'm sorry, I don't understand." Alex said. 

Tessa cleared up his confusion as much as she wanted to. 

"Someone had sex with me and then never called me again, when he did it to her, she tried to get him removed from our D&D chapter."

"They removed us instead." Idrina said. 
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Tessa was about to sleep when Idrina called her name. 

"Tessa, Tessa,"

She tried not to hear her.

"I know you're awake."

"Idrina, it's four o' clock in the fucking morning."

"Thanks, now that song my sister listened to is in my head."

Turning away from her, Tessa said "Okay, use it as a lullaby and go to sleep,"

"Do you think Marla is on top of Alex right now?"

Tessa sat up and flicked her bedside light on. 

"Idrina, I don't care if they're having a four way with Tom Hiddleston and Beyoncé. Why are you asking that?"

"I don't think I'll ever find anyone."

Turning her light back out, Tessa said "You'll find someone. Just give it time."

And maybe talk to someone instead of asking someone else to do it. 

As if reading her mind, Idrina said "She wasn't supposed to take him from me, I don't want just anyone, I want him."

Tessa opened her mouth to speak, but Idrina cut her off. "And don't say, maybe you should have spoken to him if you wanted him."

Tessa decided not to engage with her. She knew it would cause a bigger fight.

"What did your dad want?"

Turning away from her, Tessa said "He said he wants me to sleep."

"Must be nice to have someone to go to when things are hard,"

How many times was this conversation going to happen? How many times was whatever tiny thing Tessa had going to be thrown back in her face by this girl? 

Tessa ignored her, pressing her lips together to keep the hateful words in. 

Idrina droned on and on about how great everyone else had it and how much she didn't. 

"You're tall and super thin, almost too thin, and Marla is a cute little Hispanic girl that all the boys want, and then there's me, I don't have acting talent like you and I can't talk to boys..."

Tessa had heard this time and time again. At first she'd comfort her, but then she started realizing there was a pattern. Tessa was cast in King Lear, Idrina had body image issues. Marla worked really hard to get a good grade and Idrina would say "I get good grades all the time, you don't see me celebrating,"

A yawn came from Idrina and the long guilt trip was coming to an end.

Tessa had learned the art of crying without making noise a long time ago. 

She had no idea what she was going to do after college. That apprehension kept her going from major to major, trying everything and stretching out what should have been a four year experience into a six year experience. 

She didn't even want to go. Her father owned a chain of restaurants called Burger Universe and they were almost as ubiquitous in Utah as a Maverik or LDS church. 

She never went without and she worked because she wanted to. It was either work or stay home with step monster and her children. Step monster often referred to them as her children when Tessa was around. She didn't trust Tessa to babysit and wanted Tessa stay in the guest house after she turned eighteen and her step mom was pregnant again. 

When she was twenty her step mom and father hit her with an ultimatum "go to college, or get married" 

She had no idea how she was going to go out and find a husband, so thousands of dollars in college debt was the choice. 

Tessa got no sleep that night, sitting up after Idrina had gone to sleep and judging her. 

Idrina had no reason to say the things she did. Idrina had both of her parents and knew Tessa's issues. She was the tenth child in a family of all daughters. All of them were married and having kids, and Idrina would often use that to minimize others’ problems. 

She knew that Tessa had horrible flashbacks when she walked in and saw Idrina asleep with her mouth open and drool crusted on her face. 

Even now, Idrina laying on her back and snoring, Tessa nervously watched her, chewing her lower lip until she peeled the skin off. 

"It's fine," she said, pressing her fingers to her temples and forcing an exhale. She started hyperventilating and heaving at a scent memory. Covering her mouth, she grabbed her key and dashed to the bathroom.

People would be up and about soon. Hopefully they wouldn't see her putting her face against the coldest part of the tile wall. The cold brought her temperature down and steadied her breath. It was her go to trick to get the fits to stop.
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Tessa walked down the stairs, eager to get away from her intro to American literature professor. 

Mrs. Aldermen decided she was to give an oral presentation on 1984, due Monday. 

Orwell was another author she wished she could resurrect and punch in the throat. Although she enjoyed his work, she hated his fan base and in her long life at this university, she had read it many times. 

"I shouldn't have to deal with this," she said to herself "I'm pretty." 

A voice from the level above called out to her. 

Whinging, she muttered "Please don't be Alderman,"

Begrudgingly, she backed up and found Alex leaning over the banister. 

They closed the distance between them. 

"I have something that I hope might be of interest to you."

Keeping a few steps down, she heard him out. 

"Okay, so your degree is in architecture, right?"

"Yeah, it's what I finally chose."

Coming to join her on the step, he showed her a flyer advertising jobs for laborers in Eden, Utah. 

"They're taking down the remnants of an old factory and rebuilding a new one. I know it's not quite in your field, but it's a good job with benefits and they provide housing and starting out it's seventeen dollars an hour."

Tessa took the flyer from him and looked it over. 

A man named Walker Hershey was ready to hire a bunch of young blood, no one over the age of forty. 

Due to the pandemic causing many of my most skilled workers to retire early, I'm looking to hire young healthy people to tear down and rebuild a factory in Eden, Utah. I look forward to you joining the H&R Brand team.

"Are you going to apply?" Tessa asked. 

"I already have. He needed a new financial advisor. Marla applied to the secretarial position."

"I'll have to talk with my dad. He...he wanted me to spend some time with him this summer."

"Okay, but you can't take too long because the posting closes in a week."

"I'll keep that in mind."

She started to walk away, but stopped and returned. 

Peering around the corner and in all the places, she lowered her voice and said "If you haven't, please don't tell Idrina about this. I want to leave her behind after college."

"Your secret is safe with me."

One last week. One last week and then Tessa would be a University of Utah graduate. 

A much needed weekend was coming up and she was going to get out of town and spend the weekend doing laundry and not thinking about college. 

Idrina was up early, going for a run. Tessa took this moment to gather her dirty clothes and sneak out to her car and then jet off to her father’s house. 

Due to her father's success as a businessman they were able to afford a house up in the avenues. It was an eight bedroom house, that overlooked the governor's mansion. It had everything, but marble floors and gold walls. 

The house had double doors that opened up to a large room with a staircase on each side. Once upstairs Tessa's room was at the back, having its own balcony that she could sit and watch the sunset over the trees and other houses. Her siblings played in the vast backyard, some game that's a mix of hide and seek and tag. 

Tessa took her clothes to the laundry room, finding her step mother, Brenda overwhelmed with piles and piles of laundry. 

"Great minds think alike," Brenda said. 

Tessa smiled, but bit her lips and went to find her dad. 

He was in the kitchen, cooking his signature chicken Marsala. It was Tessa's favorite dish. Her siblings didn't care for it much, but she didn't care right now. It had been too many months of pizza and takeout and this was a gift from heaven.

Harper, Tessa's oldest half-sister sat next to her, placing a box in front of her. 

Tessa looked most like her father and if people didn't know, they most of the time assumed they shared more than just a dad. Harper wasn't as tall or as skinny. 

"What did you get me?" Tessa asked. 

"Open it, you dork." Harper said, ticking away on her phone. 

Tessa took a knife from the drawer and cut open the box to find a Vincent Price bobble head and a vintage framed picture of the actor. 

Tessa looked up to see Harper's eager reaction. Dad was looking at both of them, waiting for Tessa to respond. 

It was an ongoing inside joke between the two of them. While Tessa was playing Juliana in the play, Harper had to read Masque of the Red Death for school and they bonded over watching the movie together. It was the first play Harper went to of Tessa's. Every year they watched it on Tessa's birthday. 

"I love it," Tessa said. 

Harper beamed, "I knew you would. I'm going to buy every weird Vincent Price thing I see and you're going to need a storage unit to house them all. You'll be like, 'oh my god, Harper, what is wrong with you,'"

"Oh I already think that."

Harper did as she always did and playfully slugged Tessa’s arm a little too hard. 

"Get some fat on those arms, you almost broke my fingers, you jerk."

The three younger kids came in, Brody announcing "Booger face is here!"

“Good to see you, too.” 

“Is Idrina with you?” Denny asked

“No,”

“Idrina buys me cake.” Kitty said as she came around the corner.

“I guess I’m just lame.”

Brody and the twins; Denny and Kitty jumped on her and knocked her down, dragging her outside for a mandatory game of hide and tag, that ended with her being tossed in the pool with her clothes on.

Once her clothes were dry and most of her laundry done, Tessa sat down with her family to dinner.

Brenda asked Tessa what her plans were after college and Tessa told her about the job in Eden. 

It wasn't as awkward as Tessa feared. She thought her dad would be mad about her living so far away.

"I say go for it. Opportunities like that aren't going to come along every day." Dad said

"What are you going to do if that doesn't work out?" Brody asked.

"Oh I could finish my secondary education degree and come teach at your school." Tessa said. 

"Dad, permission to drop out of school."

"Oh I don't think Tessa wants to go back to school any time soon." Dad said.

Kitty spoke up "Daddy, when Tessa gets a big fancy house like ours, can we visit her?"

"Tessa is going to be a famous actress," Denny said. 

"I think my acting days are behind me," Tessa said. "I mean, unless they make like Tall Girl three and Jodi has a giant cousin I can play."

Harper piped up, "I see you as a long demon creature in a lot Conjuring movies,"

"It would pay the bills," Brenda said. 

Tessa stared at the bowl of dinner rolls a single tear rolling down her cheek. 

"Something wrong, peanut?" Dad asked.

Withdrawing a breath, she answered honestly. 

"I'm scared of adulthood. Like, I know I've been an adult for like eight years, but it's so serious now."

Harper reached over and placed her hand on Tessa's. 

"You'll always have a job at Burger Universe." Brenda said. "Put that degree to use and update the design."

"The design is fine," Dad said.

"They look like rundown Dee's," Brenda said.

Tessa laughed in spite of her fear for the future. 

“What about Idrina?” Dad asked. 

Tessa’s forced smile faded. 

“She’s going to be really devastated if you don’t take her along.”

“Honey, if she wants to establish herself without...” Brenda began.

“Idrina was there for her when no one else was. Even when you weren’t, sweetie,”

Brenda looked down and away. 

Tessa couldn’t let that stand. “Dad, I did have issues with Brenda when we first met, but we are cool now. I understand why she was that way, if I had to go through that I’d be a little annoyed.”

“If you can forgive Brenda, you can forgive Idrina.” 

Ice ran through her veins at his glare. 

“Well, I was...” Tessa stood up. “I have plans.”

She could stay with Marla until it was time to go. 
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When she was ready to go, her family wrapped her in a big group hug and demanded she visit again soon.

A hazy moon hung low in the sky, slowly turning to the other side of the earth. It cast a robin's egg blue light over the mountains. The air smelled of jasmine as Marla pulled up in her car. 

Tessa pulled her car up behind her and they began the long drive to Eden, meeting Alex along the way.  

It was a long, hard day filled with Tessa calling both of them when she had to stop, getting lost once she got there and falling asleep in the chair outside of the interview room. 

Walker came out and shook Tessa awake. 

Taking a seat across from him, Tessa tried to stifle a yawn. 

Walker was a tall man with a receding hairline, and a double chin.

"I saw that you applied to the architectural design job, I already have someone for that. I also hired someone for the other job you had in mind." Walker said.

"So, what are you hiring me for?"

Placing his hands on the table, he steepled his fingers and said "You strike me as a natural leader. I would like to hire you as a professional consultant for the new floor."

"Oh, wow..."

"If you disappoint me, though I will fire you."

"Duly noted." 

"Let's get out there and learn the floor, we have a lot to do and you need to get oriented."

A long tour ended the day and Tessa had many notes she'd need to study, pretty sure she wouldn't need half of it. At the end of the day, Tessa was hungry and ready to go. She and Marla were on their way to their cars when

Walker burst through the door and said "We start on Wednesday, nine a.m.. I'll send you the address." 

Tessa took her friends down to a restaurant and ordered an omelette, thankful to have food that wasn't from a gas station or fast food. 

Tessa kept breathing in the mountain air, and taking in the views. Someone told her Eden was the most geological rich area in the state. Every view was beautiful, waterfalls cascaded down close to the road, lush grass grew everywhere, and even the gas station down from the camper park, had many fields surrounding it, growing all sorts of things. 

Tessa took a long ride with Alex and Marla following a road up past the cemetery and the national park to a little back road that led to a big yellow house. Tessa pulled into the driveway, greeted by a tall woman with black hair, parted down the middle and cursed with a resting scowl that her smile did little to deter. Her voice said "welcome, nice to meet you" but her face said "I wish a bitch would." 

Tessa spied the sign the realtor used to entice potential buyers. 192 Fox Lane welcomes you home. 

Marla and Alex got out, Alex asking "Why are we here?"

"We all got hired." Tessa said. "We're going to need a place to stay."

"Sounds like a plan to me." Marla said. 

The realtor led them in and showed them around. The screen door was old with a wagon wheel decoration at the bottom. It opened to a living room with hardwood floors and a fireplace. The kitchen was off to the side, long and opening up to a round dining area. The back door led to a fenced off area that Tessa and her friends could grill and drink in. It was a tiny space with a high wooden fence. 

The rest of the rooms were upstairs, the stairs being hidden away behind a door near the back door. It was a narrow stairway with the master bedroom and bathroom being right at the top with two rooms around the corner. The master bedroom overlooked a pond filled with ducks in the shadow of the mountain. A waterfall poured into a river a few feet away on the other side. It was visible from the middle room. The mountain was dotted with trees, their green leaves slowly coming in. The sun was shining, casting its light over the valley, highlighting the blue and red. 

She liked the house. The bathroom had a claw foot tub, and every bedroom had a picturesque view. All that was in the back was a long stretch of grass with a barely visible dirt road that wound precariously up the hill. 

"What's the asking price?" Tessa asked.

"165,000"

"Wow, I want it." Alex said. 

"Well you're going to need a prequalification letter before I can draft your contract. And I need earnest money."

Tessa liked a woman who told it like it is. 
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She took the flyer and drove to the worksite. It was fenced off, but the debris was visible from the road. 

She'd be able to get a closer look once she started her new job.

The old factory was atop a hill not too far from the yellow house Tessa liked. It wasn't smart to take this road, but Tessa found that out too late. 

The hotel they stayed in was a mile down from the pothole ridden road. Tessa had to move all the way to the right to avoid a crater that would have swallowed her car whole. 

They pulled up to a part of the fence that had been cut open for urban explorers to take a look inside. 

Tessa led Marla and Alex out and down a trail beside the dilapidated factory out into a group of what looked like three hundred people. There was no way they could have gone around the spot of the blast due to a giant cylinder in their path.

Tessa walked out, easily stepping over the barriers that Alex and Marla struggled with. 

"She does this on purpose to show off her flamingo leg privilege." Marla said.

"Marla, I have ostrich legs. Chop chop, it's 8:58."

"I will show you chop chop." Alex said. 

Once they were through, they took their place in the crowd with the others.

Walker came out of a portable office and took his place atop the stairs in front of the factory. 

Tessa looked up at the sign above the door. In bold letters was H&C Brand Fabrication. 

Who was C? 

"I will need the following people to come join me. Marla Hernandez, Alex Mercedes, Tessa Marlowe..."

Ten people joined walker on the stairs. "Now," walker began, launching into a long speech about how he wasn't going to tolerate people playing on their phones on the line once this was built.

"You leave your drama at the door. I don't care about your kids, your divorce or any issues you have with your parents. We are not having any political or religious discussions on the clock. And by on the clock, I mean within a hundred feet of the facility. I don't care what god you prayed to or who you voted for.” He flipped a page in his folder, and looked up. “If you require any assistance let me know, but if it comes down to us having to do more for you than we are doing on the floor, I will ask that you get on disability or take the appropriate amount of time off. We have amazing insurance. If that's okay with you, listen as I call your name."

Walker listed off 45 names, saying they'd be his construction crew for the back part of the plant. Another group would be his road workers and then landscaping and finally the others would be responsible for updating the factory.  

The sun shone through the ceiling, leaves and broken glass scattered the ground and people either came in and stole the copper or whatever metal was of value to them or drew obscene pictures on the walls. 

Water damage came from the holes in the roof, and busted pipes that pushed their way through ceiling. Walker had four strong men move a heavy object that looked like an iron lung. 

"Alright, first crew," Walker said. "Without hurting yourselves, get these things out of the building and when the garbage team comes, we will dispose of it then."

Once again they had to climb up and over debris, reaching the office that shone like a beacon of light from the entrance. Tessa found out why that was when she entered. The roof on the office was gone. 

In a corner where the wall was destroyed, barely holding together was a quote Hell is empty and all the devils are here.

Walker caught her looking at it. 

"Oh that's typical, people are always quoting Dante like they're smarter than others." Walker said. 

"That's a William Shakespeare quote." Tessa said. 

"Really?" Walker asked, getting out his phone to double check.

"It's a Shakespeare quote," Marla said "she was in that play. She was in every play."

"Alright, we are going to strip this place down to the foundation. There is no rebuilding with the old bones. This place exploded in 1937, taking out over half of the workforce and some of the houses on the mountainside. Tessa is going to be my consultant that means she'll be handling the phone calls with the people who are coming in to take the trash, bring in the man camps and take care of any catering if I'm feeling generous and like feeding you all. Absolutely, do not come to her if you have an HR issue, that is for Marla." Walker said, pointing to Marla. Pointing to Alex, he said "this is my accountant, he's really smart and his name is Alex, he'll be in charge of payroll."

A man with a sunken face that alluded to being old before his time, asked "why did you hire a bunch of college students to do the most important jobs?"

"I do what I want, and I don't have to give you any explanation."

The sunken faced man sneered at Tessa. 

"right, well maybe I don't think..."

"I don't care what you think," Walker said. 

The man gave up. 

They were taken out and down the mountainside, where there was no trail, along a row of tiny houses that nature had taken back, grass growing up through the middle of the floors. Many of the houses were falling in, missing glass from the windows and cracks in the walls

"Okay, my second crew will be responsible in an assembly line, which I hope you will be here for when the factory is built, for moving the trash downhill. This ground is too soft to develop and unfortunately, we'll have to dig up like 187 small septic tanks. 

Thank goodness I'm not on second team. Tessa thought.

Tessa was handed all of the contacts and a work phone that she was ordered to keep it on her at all times. Her day was spent wheeling and dealing, finding it surprisingly satisfying when she managed to finagle the desired company at the price Walker wanted to pay.
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The housing they were staying in was barely a one room cabin with an outhouse they had to share. Tessa had always been a night owl. Even after a week of getting up early, she still couldn't get her schedule right. There was a line for the outhouse and she needed to go now. 

She texted Marla 

Tessa: I have to piss and there's too many eyes on me to go do it in the woods. 

Marla: Can't go with you, I am so close to the house, I refuse to give up my spot. 

She texted Alex.

Tessa: I need to pee.

Alex didn't respond. 

Fuck it, she thought. She grabbed a flashlight and ventured into the hills. 

This setup was like a hippie commune. They had to park outside of a fenced in area, scan a badge so a gate could slide open and then use a key card like at a hotel to enter their rooms.  A few people had set up ladders to get over the fence, many of them not making it back to camp because they wouldn't drink within the fence. 

Four people had already lost their jobs because they wandered off into the mountains to get drunk. 

Walker, instead of hiring four new employees, just had their little cabins to cut costs.

Tessa had gotten over the fence and wandered past the usual field of urine and unmentionables up further into the mountains. 

That yellow house looked more and more enticing every time she had to do this. She was athletic and could bike to work every day. 

Tessa reached the spot in the woods she’d be the least exposed and did her business. As she was returning to the desperation sheds, a humming noise caught her attention. 

Behind her, one of the houses had the unmistakable hum of electricity.

A young man with a tapered haircut, parted on the left side, carried a box into one of the houses. 

Knowing, she would be in trouble if she headed back without seeing what he had in the box, she called out to him. He turned around, but his face was obscured by the darkness. She took one step closer, nearly tripping over shrapnel. 

“I need steel toes just to walk in the field.” 

Tessa found the house he went into and got there to find it empty. The bathrooms weren't much bigger than a camper bathroom. If she were to use the toilet, she'd have her knees against the wall. Just for fun, she climbed into the shower. The bar was at her chest and the shower head even lower. 

The kitchen wasn't big enough for a table and there was no dining area. 

She wandered around all house, finding a large hole where someone had taken out the stove, sink and refrigerator. 

Above where the items should have been was a quote stenciled into the way. 

A Devil, a born Devil on whose nature, nurture can never stick, on whom my pain, humanly taken, all lost, quite lost.

"There's a fanboy in them there hills," 

Tessa was going to leave when she stepped down and her foot went through the floor. 

Stifling her screams, she used her flashlight to break away the boards and pull her leg free.

Something slipped inside Tessa's shoe as she pulled her foot free of the hole in the floor. 

Reaching into her shoe, she retrieved a small key. Pointing her flashlight down, she spied a box the key must have went to. 

These houses were being torn down soon, she reasoned. 

Setting her flashlight down, she found a substitute for a pry bar and pulled the boards back, eager to to get at her prize.

Once her fingers wrapped around the box, she yanked it up and dashed back to camp with her treasure. 

Tossing it over the fence, she hoisted herself over and went back to her hut. 

Retrieving the key from her bra, she pushed the key inside the lock, the ancient mechanisms fighting against all of the dirt and debris. The top noisily opened to reveal a slew of old items; a pair of blue pants with no pockets, an old white shirt with a deep neckline and two journals. 

Tessa retrieved a small letter opener and set it on the bed. Once the case was empty, it still felt full. Shining her light inside, Tessa realized it was a false bottom. 

Using the letter opener, she pried it open, finding pictures of young boy with two parents and a smaller boy next to him. 

Either none of the photos had descriptions of who they were or they were so faded she couldn't make them out. 

Tessa returned the items to the box and pushed it under her bed. 
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Marla repeatedly said she couldn't stand the compound anymore.

"Spending this last week waiting to piss has been dwindling away at my sanity. I sit on the edge of the bed questioning if I really need this job."

Tessa hoped the best for her, and herself. She hoped she wouldn't become too dependent on Marla and live her own life. She liked having the companionship of having a friend who was down to go to another state or town on their days off and check out a museum or book store, but Marla had her moments when she always wanted to go. 

Having no kitchens, they went out to dinner often.

Alex had bought a hot plate and a small refrigerator, so he rarely came along with them. 

Stabbing a meatball and swirling some spaghetti around it, Tessa said "I think we need to look into that house."

She stopped to take a bite and chew it down a bit before continuing. "And when we get approved, we can have Alex move into the middle room." 

"To hell with that, he can put his credit on the line like the rest of us."

"I'll start by calling one of those mortgage companies I saw uptown."

“You pick the house and I will have the inspection done.” Marla said. 

In two weeks after their dinner conversation, Marla and Tessa began the process of trying to get the house. Marla had hardly any credit and Tessa had a few credit cards she had to pay off to get her rating up. 

Once that was done, the mortgage company told them it shouldn't be long. The house had been on the market for about two years. 

Soon after, they were close enough to closing they started preparing.

Alex had been stockpiling money to spend on furniture and appliances, Marla talked a boy who likes her into hauling and moving their furniture. He worked at a second hand store and got them a deal on a washer that squeaked when it washed. They were told the dryer didn't dry the clothes enough and they would need to dry them several times. 

The days were getting worse the closer she got to closing. It was fifteen days away and the company that said they'd insure them backed out, causing them to wait longer. It had been three months since they started the job and dealing with the demands of her job, and trying to secure the house was too much for her, often leading to her falling asleep as soon as she got home. 

When the day finally came, the realtor gave them a gift. Each of them got little garden gnomes based on their personality. 

Tessa's glowed
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