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      “Mr. Dorsett, could you please concentrate on our conversation?” the agent asked.

      “How do you expect me to concentrate when you ask me just the right questions to bring back lost memories of that place?” Mr. Dorsett asked.

      “The point of meeting with you is to hear your story, but you must give me the information in a prompt manner. Otherwise, we will be here all night”.

      “Let me be clear then. What happened to my family and I is nothing short of a tragedy, and I will not let that go under any circumstances. Just because you need to document everything for your file…you set this meeting, and I will take the time that I need”.

      “That is acceptable, Mr. Dorsett, but I will have to hold several interviews with you. I don’t mind, but I am rather busy”.

      “Then go there yourself and investigate”.

      “We are not holding such an investigation just yet. Now, please start over, and I will try to follow you”.

      “Well…I believe everything began in June of 1993. Jeanette and I had just begun looking for another home.”

      “Please state who Jeanette would be to you.”

      “Jeanette is my ex-wife. Now, may I continue?”

      “Yes, but please be specific on each person. We have to keep this straight for the file.”

      Mr. Dorsett rolled his eyes then stared into his coffee again as the memories flooded his mind. Jeanette and I argued for weeks about what area we would move to next. The company had…sorry, CSX demanded that we move to West Virginia for my work.

      It wasn’t a problem, except that Jeanette and I argued about which area to move into for about three weeks. I don’t remember what town she chose anymore, but I can tell you that it was closer to the city.

      Eventually, we settled on the idea of moving into the Fairmont area of West Virginia. It wasn’t the most ideal setting for our family, but it was close to the depot in Clarksburg. That was the most important to me, but she wanted something beautiful. We had heard that the area was beautiful beyond belief, but I still feared living away from a major city. It was a hell of a move from Richmond to some small town we had never heard of in a state that seemed remote in every direction.

      Our youngest daughter, Brianna, seemed to be the most resistant to leaving our home in Richmond, even though she had not started school yet or made many friends. Though I could understand, it was all she had ever known about living anywhere. However, her mother had convinced her that this would be the best for all of us. I knew she still felt different about it than the rest of us. Although Nicole and Eric didn’t voice their opinion, they would rather have remained in Richmond with their friends. Yet none of us had a choice in the matter when it came to earning money or not.

      The matter fell upon me to resolve as I had taken two weeks off from work to find a place to live in Fairmont. We packed our things and began selling our home through a local realtor, then drove from Richmond to Fairmont on June 7th. That morning held no events other than packing everyone into the car before sunrise. We made great time as we pulled into Harrisonburg, VA, around seven in the morning. It wasn’t the best area to stop in, but we had food to eat and could stretch our legs for a few moments.

      I think we pulled into a place called L&S Diner on Liberty Street. It was a nice place and very quaint for a quick family breakfast before hitting the road again. I don’t remember what we had eaten, but it was delicious. The coffee was excellent for such a small place.”

      “Mr. Dorsett, please focus.”

      “Right…we pulled out of the diner only to stop for gas and some snacks. I had decided that we would not stop again until we reached Fairmont, if possible. I couldn’t stop my mind from feeling a sense of unease as we neared our destination, but I just shook it off and pushed on. I remember coming over a hill and seeing the whole town before us. It was a sight to behold for sure, but the mountains seemed foreboding at that moment.

      We pulled into town and immediately went to the realtor’s office. I don’t remember the place's name, but the realtor was odd, to say the least. She seemed preoccupied with us staying within the city, but we had other plans. I remember Jeanette and I arguing with her for ten minutes about the areas we wanted to check out. Fuck…that was an interesting day, to say the least. Eventually, she relented, and we packed ourselves into the car once again to head to the hotel.

      Life was different back then as you couldn’t search for things online like you could today. Sure, places had the internet, but it wasn’t as reliable in the country as it was in Richmond. So we had to let the lady know what areas we wanted and then give her a day or two to look at her listings. I do remember that she had several homes that had become available to sell. Though we didn’t wish to stay in a shitty motel, we didn’t have much of a choice.

      We checked into the Super 8 just off Landing Lane in Fairmont and got into our room around 1 pm that day. It wasn’t hard to settle in for the night hoping to find our home the next day. The rest of the evening was a blur, but we walked down to the Cracker Barrel near the motel. The kids bitched about the trip and staying in a motel, but we had to remind them that it was hard on all of us. After our meal, Jeanette took the kids back to the motel to get ready for bed for the night, and I went to use the payphone outside the motel.”

      “Who did you call?”

      “I called my sister back in Richmond and told her we had arrived safely. She was the only family that I had left. I didn’t like her much nor did we connect at all, but she was family, which was what mattered at the time. She was happy to hear that we had made it to Fairmont safely. Then she said something that I will never forget, at least I think it was her that said it. “I won’t make it to your next birthday” and “beware her stare”.

      I was confused, but I shrugged it off and cut the call short. I wasn’t sure if anyone had been listening to our call and just spoke in those moments, but she swore that she never heard anything like that or said that when I called her next. Though the voice was right. I put the phone back on the hanger and lit a cigarette. I remember standing there and hearing the sounds of the city around me. These sounds bled into the whistling of birds and the low roar of air washing over the mountains.

      I felt alone and depressed at that moment, but I could not understand why. I mean…I had everything! I had a great family with a supportive wife. I had a new position that paid a lot of money, and I seemed happy, but it was as though something had taken over me and sucked all the joy away. I didn’t contemplate it too much, however, as I slowly and methodically smoked my cigarette and took in the world around me. I remember thinking about how out of place it was that I would move away from the city in which I was born, but it was ok. My family and I would have a fresh start in this amazing place, and I would be able to give them whatever they wanted.

      The heat outside didn’t bother me, but it was a slow build to the middle of the summer that year. I never understood how a place could be that far north and still hold humidity. I didn’t think to question it then as I was glad to be ending our move soon.

      I walked back to our room without anything else happening until the next morning. I had set the alarm clock that night, and I knew that it was working, but it didn’t go off the next morning. It was plugged into the wall and should have sounded right away at 6 am, but it didn’t. The thing that woke us all was the sound of the desk ringing into the room. It was the realtor calling for us around 10 am.

      We all jumped up and threw our clothes on to meet her. She had given us an address, but it was on a road a little away from the motel. I remember that address like no other: 766 Middletown Road. The address rolled right off the tongue, as I remember, but it would eventually come to haunt our dreams.”

      “Mr. Dorsett, your hands are shaking. Are you alright?”

      “Yeah…I’m fine, but I don’t like thinking about this at all.”

      “Then let's get through this as quickly as we can.”

      “We left as quickly as we could and journeyed through he countryside to that address. I knew that there had to be other homes that were more suitable, but that place was different. I can’t quite understand it all, but it was a place that attracted Jeanette and the kids immediately. It was a quaint little place just over the river and atop a hill. The house faced away from the road, which left the rest of the ridge as a back yard. The remainder of the hillside was forest, with the main road just below.

      I should have known what would happen with love at first sight, but how was I to know?”

      “Mr. Dorsett, you’re shaking again.”

      Mr. Dorsett took in a deep breath and then exhaled. He held out a Camel cigarette in his hand. “Do you mind?”

      “Not in the least. If it will calm your nerves.”

      He flicked his lighter quickly and placed the cig in his mouth. With a few puffs, the cigarette burned brightly in the dimly lit room.

      “We drove up to the house and began looking around until the realtor arrived. I remember yelling at the kids to stay near Jeanette and me until we could get into the home. They were so excited and ran about in the yard for a moment. The sun beat down on us, leaving those little green streaks on my vision until I could get my shades back on from wiping them. I walked about for a moment and checked out the outside of the home. I noticed windows for a basement, but I could not see into them at all. Cobwebs were all over the windows and hung down to the ground on one side.

      I remember seeing something moving inside the basement as I stood there, drawing me in. I was so intently trying to see what it was that I didn’t notice Jeanette approaching me from my right.

      “What are you looking at?” She asked quickly.

      I jumped back as I yelled, “Jesus, fuck!”.

      “Sorry about that, honey. What are you looking at?”

      I looked back, but I couldn’t see anything moving. Naturally, I smiled and said nothing. Jeanette stared at me for a moment, then said, “The realtor has arrived. She said she is ready to show us the house.”

      “Ok, I’m coming.”

      I followed Jeanette around the house until we met with the realtor. She didn’t go anywhere near the house, however. She just handed me the key and said, “Have fun!”.

      So…we entered the house and began looking around. It was a beautiful old house and looked like it was built at the turn of the century. However, I don’t really know much about houses or architecture. The floors creaked with each step, but they were solid enough. I don’t know how long the house had been on the market, but it seemed stale on the inside. Jeanette rushed the kids to the second floor to look at the rooms. I was more interested in looking around the dining room and kitchen. I didn’t see any water damage or leaks, so it was good enough for me.

      I even checked the cabinet under the sink and didn’t smell mildew or any moisture rotting the wood. There was a pantry off the kitchen and a living room that seemed arranged long ways to the rest of the downstairs rooms. It was a nice size, though, with a fireplace that divided the room in half. I also thought that it was odd that this room alone had three windows, but the kitchen had one, and the dining room had two. It was as though they increased the amount of windows by one as they were building the bottom floor of the house.

      I then looked at the hallway again and found the door to the basement, but it seemed sealed from the inside. I should have broken into it, with what I know now, but I wasn’t sure we would purchase the home then.”

      Mr. Dorsett took a long drag from his cigarette and then breathed our as he rubbed his forehead. As he began to speak again, he rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt and unbuttoned his collar.

      “At first, I thought that the realtor was just odd, but when I walked out to talk with her about the house, she was sitting in her car just staring at the front of the house. I walked about half way to her, then turned and looked up to see what she was looking at, but I only saw the kids moving the curtains around in a room on the second level. I shook my head and walked up to the window without her reacting. One knock on the glass, and she jumped. I don’t know how she didn’t notice me coming right at her, but she didn’t.

      She rolled the window down and laughed nervously as she addressed me. “I am sorry, Mr. Dorsett. I must have drifted off into a day dream. How do you like the house?”

      “I like it alright, but what is up with the basement door being sealed?”

      She looked back toward the front door again and stammered.

      “I…I don’t know…uhh…I was told to let you look around the house by yourself and allow you to take it all in. I don’t know much about the house, and I have never been inside it. Ummm, my boss was the one that checked the place out, so…”

      She smiled nervously and then brushed the hair from over her left eye.

      “How can you sell a house that you have never been in? And why would you just let us go in without a guided showing? Is something wrong with this house?”

      My questions seemed to fall upon deaf ears as she just stared at the front of the house again. I also gazed at the front of the house in that moment, but I couldn’t see anything. The whole house had been painted a rustic white color, but I could tell it was originally just brown boards that had been treated. The roof seemed to have been in good shape from where I was standing, but I don’t really know much about roofs either.

      Old, white curtains hung in the windows and seemed to move about slightly like the air had switched on. The other odd thing is that two windows were visible on the bottom right of the front of the home, but none on the left. The two windows for the dinning room to the left of the doorway seemed to have been moved to the other wall at some point. The top windows were three in a row beside each other, with the middle window framed above the door.

      I thought this was an odd design choice, but I didn’t consider it too much. I looked at the realtor again, but she had not moved her gaze from the home for the time I had been there. I walked back to the door only to notice that there had been some heavy locks inside the door at one point, but they were only shadows in the wood now. The back door down the hall from the front door seemed to have the same, but the locks were still in place there.

      This piqued my interest as I could not understand why anyone would have heavy locks on one door and not the other. The rest of the house seemed to be normal, except the windows on the bottom floor had been nailed shut. The beautiful wood stairs wrapped upward to the second floor with rooms starting from my left and going around to the right side of the home. A bathroom had been built without an exterior window and was positioned above the dining room and kitchen. This all seemed normal, and no damage could be seen still.

      This was when Jeanette and the kids emerged from different rooms only to stand before me and ask, “Can we live here, dad?”. Every one of them seemed to have aligned against me on the matter as I wished to see more homes, but they all wanted this one. The only thing that made me relent was the fact that it was close to I-79 for me to head to work in Clarksburg. That…and Brianna gave me the puppy eyes as she stood there in a little red dress, clutched her teddy bear, and said, “Daddy, I would love this house, and I have picked out my room already. Please can we stay here?”

      Who was I to deny my family when they had united in one idea for the first time in history? This was a rare occurrence, and I would never get such cooperation from children again. So we purchased the home and moved in two days after looking it over. The odd thing is that the realtor met us as we left the motel and handed us the keys. She had never dared to go back to that house the whole time we signed the papers or anything else. I worried that the keys weren’t event the correct ones, but that fear was dashed on moving day when we unlocked the house without issue.

      The moving truck arrived and backed near the door. Burly movers jumped from the cab and began unloading everything into the house. Jeanette started in the kitchen and began unpacking the boxes as they arrived. It was hot as hell that day, and I just remember sweat dripping from my brow the whole time we were moving the stuff in. The kids were in their respective rooms and began unpacking everything dropped outside their doors. Everything about that move went too smoothly, which made me happy, but I still thought it was odd. As I remember, the movers left our property around seven o’clock, and all of our stuff had been put into place. Even our heavy-ass TV set on its stand seemed to be just right within the space. Then I jumped in the station wagon and hit the road to the nearest store for some groceries. I had to spend the last amount of cash to get food, but it would all pay off. My check would be sent to the Clarksburg office soon for me to pick it up and cash it.

      I drove along the roads as they wound through to the countryside back into Fairmont. The whole area was amazing, and the mountains stood in stark contrast to the world I had left behind. I began to light another cigarette as I approached the grocery store we had pointed out when we first looked at the house. It was a few moments before I went inside, and as I finished my cigarette in the car. Everything seemed normal until I could feel that someone was staring at me. I looked all around the area, but I saw no one. Especially no one who was looking at me. So I shrugged it off, stepped out of the wagon, and threw my cigarette on the ground. I don’t really remember what I had bought, but I do remember that it came out to 66.70 because the girl put ten cents of her own money into it, so the total wasn’t 66.60.

      Seeing her doing that was humorous to me at the time as I was not a superstitious man. However I didn’t judge her as some would because she was a superstitious person and a small-town world. She would have viewed the are as the city, but as someone who had originally lived in Atlanta, it was a small town. I grabbed the groceries and returned to the house as quickly as possible. I remember arriving to see Jeanette sitting outside with the kids and remarking on the heat of the day. I just had to hold out a Red Baron Pepperoni Pizza for the kids to start screaming and running into the house again. I could immediately feel that the air had not been on for some time as the house was humid even at night.

      I placed the groceries on the counter and hurried the kids back into the yard to play. Jeanette put the groceries away as I prepared the oven to have some well-earned pizza. She then approached me and said, “I think the air conditioning is broken. It runs some but then stops like it’s overheating. I sighed and began looking around the house for any indication of a breaker box. I saw nothing until I passed the door to the basement again. I could feel that my mind had been made up that the basement would be out salvation to get the air running again. So I did what any father would do and kicked the door in. It took a couple tries, but I got the bastard open.

      As I stood in the doorway, I could smell this odd scent. It wasn’t like a rotting smell or a wet smell but like a tomb. The air was cold and seemed heavy as I slowly worked my way down the decrepit wooden stairs and into the basement proper.  Immediately, I felt uneasy as though I had walked into and awkward situation. However, I did see the breaker box on the far wall, so I helped myself. It didn’t take long to see that the breaker had flipped to the air, so I flipped it on and waited for a moment. Just then, a rumble moved through the house all around the basement as the air conditioning roared to life. I don’t know what that sound was, but it freaked me out.”

      Mr. Dorsett rubbed his forehead again, then stretched his arm toward the ashtray.

      “Please continue with your account”

      “I’m sorry, but why the fuck do I have to retell this? We have been over this story twice already.”

      “Mr. Dorsett, do you think it is prudent to stop here and pick up tomorrow?”

      “I think it’s ok to continue, but my mind has begun to block some memories.”

      “Take a break, and we will continue in ten minutes if you wish.”
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