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      Alec felt a lighter step to his stride that he hardly recognized—it was not the cadence of his stride that felt new, but the feeling that went with it, deep inside. A feeling in his chest that he hadn’t felt in such a long, long time. As he walked up the narrow path on the woodsy hillside, the tree trunks surrounded in lovely green thrush, he cherished this sensation. Chip, his best friend and realtor, walked beside him. Despite wearing a pressed navy-blue suit and carrying a leather briefcase, Chip seemed relaxed too. Because they knew what this feeling was all about. After months of searching, they had finally found the house.

      The façade of the large structure had wood siding, painted white, and grand glass cottage windows. An ultra-modern roof was constructed at a single slope. Between big windows were assorted black and gray granite stones. And a concrete path, meandering amid leaves and bushes and more towering, thick-trunked trees, rose from the large dirt driveway. Weeds grew through the cracks in the pavement, particularly in the steps leading to the front door. The house was old. No matter. This was the same dream house he had seen in pictures on his computer. Here under the glistening bright sunrays, it felt so inviting. And looking back over his shoulder, he had the perfect view of the lake down the woodsy hillside.

      Chip jostled keys by the front door.

      “It was built in the nineties,” Chip said with a shrug. “I know you wanted something new, Alec, but this is a very modern home, ahead of its time—despite the window frames. Windows are everywhere, and you told me how important that open feeling was to you. Honestly, the builder seemed to have the same taste as you. You could always remodel the windows and replace all the walls with glass, I suppose.”

      “It’s all wonderful. Exactly as I pictured it.”

      “Yeah, well,” Chip said with a chuckle, opening the door, “wait till you see inside, man.”

      “You said the owner was a filmmaker?”

      “The original owner. He was some producer, or Hollywood agent, or something like that. Richer than sh…well you know. He had to be to build this mansion. But no one has lived in the house for years.”

      “You can say richer than shit to me, Chip.”

      “Not today, man,” he said, hitting Alec’s shoulder. “Today I’m your realtor.”

      “But I found the listing.”

      Chip frowned. But then he managed to regain his smile as he opened the door. He turned on a light switch and then gestured with a sweeping arm. They stood together in awe, gawking. The polished alabaster stone flooring blended into white carpet, heralding the true masterpiece of the house: a super spacious central living room. Alec ran his fingers through his dark beard, shaking his head. It was devoid of furniture, making an already expansive area seem huge.

      Alec walked into the living room and gazed up. Here, an indoor balcony circled around upstairs. It was a grand design he had seen in hotels and restaurants, but never in a home. The effect in this central room with a tall, vaulted ceiling over an indoor balcony was one of elegance and opulence, something very different from the surrounding forest. But the strangest thing was that, though it was evidently designed to feel open, groups of maple trees with thick trunks and full green foliage came close to the windows, creating a confined feeling. But that was wonderful too, because it made the home feel cozy. He could already imagine starting up the central fireplace, sipping some tea, and writing as it snowed outside.

      “Large enough for a party,” Alec quipped.

      “That’s the last thing I thought you’d say,” Chip said with a laugh. “I thought you were looking for peace and quiet?”

      “Just saying.”

      “Too bad it wasn’t available back in the days, huh, Alec?”

      Alec nodded. He took a deep breath and shook his head. A cold gust  blew across his cheek from the still-open door, but something felt a little strange about it. For some reason, when he turned, he almost expected to see someone standing by the door watching them.

      “Come on,” Chip said. “Let me show you around. You’ve gotta see the kitchen. It looks brand new, immaculate, like it was hardly ever used.”

      “It’s better than this?”

      “Look, you can just sign the papers now if you want to,” Chip quipped with a laugh. “Don’t act so desperate, man. We still have to get you a good deal.”

      “How come everything is so clean? You said it’s been unoccupied for years? I hardly see any dust.”

      “The owner’s probably been looking over the place from time to time. All the old ratty furniture was recently sold, I hear. They probably cleaned the place up for us for the sale. It’s an investment.”

      Alec followed Chip across the living room, under the mezzanine, and into a kitchen. The kitchen was empty, but there were silver stoves and ovens with a large central island. Expensive looking appliances, of course—no doubt the reason his friend wanted to show him.

      “Viking stoves,” Chip said. “Stainless steel ovens. Subzero fridge. Not sure it’ll do much for your bachelor-self, but it’s pretty top rate.”

      “My daughter cooks. She can use all of this when she visits. As long as I have a toaster, I can make do.” Then Alec shook his head. “Wow. But…yeah, this kitchen doesn’t look used at all. None of the place looks like it was ever used.”

      “I’m thinking it was constructed and then forgotten. You know, there’s not many yous looking to live in the middle of nowhere—like totally in the middle of nowhere, man. When was the last time we saw someone on the road? If quiet is what you were asking for, this is the place. Come on. I got one more thing to show you that will blow your mind. Wait till you see this. When I saw it, all I was thinking is that this is what you were asking for in your early retirement home, you old fart.”

      “I’m the same age as you, Chip.”

      “Sure, well, some of us ain’t lucky enough to enjoy retirement before fifty.”

      As they walked across the second-story balcony, Alec ran his hand along the wooden rail. Again, no dust. That was unsettling. Despite no furniture, the place looked like it was in pristine condition. Sure, Chip had said it was probably cleaned up after the furniture was moved, but Chip had also told Alec that it was cleaned out over nine months ago. Everything in the home was totally immaculate, a mystery his best friend, an all-too-inexperienced realtor, wasn’t too concerned about. No, his friend seemed way too excited to really be concerned about anything.

      As they approached the stairs, Alec felt another chill in the air. The source seemed to be the front door, but now the door was closed.

      There was a Spanish feel to the hallways. It wasn’t just the indoor balcony, the hallways were arched. Still, all the walls were painted colonial white.

      They walked around the upstairs floor as Alec gazed down at the expansive room below. Then they surveyed four bedrooms and two bathrooms that felt extraordinarily ordinary. There was nothing wrong with that. The rooms were large with decent closets and, again, all were very clean.

      “Enough of the small stuff,” Chip said. “You have got to see this.”

      Alec followed Chip past a glass window overlooking the woodsy outdoors, and then into the largest room in the house. This was the master bedroom, spanning the entire front of the home. It was a huge room with a fireplace, a small sunken section in a corner, and, of course, walled by windows. But Chip ignored all of that, walking straight across the room to a glass door.

      Alec trailed his friend outside onto a very large cement terrace. The outdoor balcony was similar to the indoor, spanning the front yard and then continuing over the side yard. It was spacious and very wide, but also a little unnerving with only a shallow wall separating a ledge from a sheer drop down the hillside. The side yard, to his right, was full of more trees surrounding a small cement patio. But it was the overlook in the front that his friend had, no doubt, wanted him to see. Far down the woodsy hillside was a gorgeous view of the lake. And now, with clear skies, yellow light sparkled golden on the large body of water.

      Alec took a deep breath, taking in the fresh nutty and woodsy scent of the surrounding maple trees. He gazed up, and a hawk hovered amongst wisps of white clouds in an otherwise clear azure sky. He followed the large bird as it swooped down, passing over the green foliage. Then he lost the bird in the trees near the shore.

      He was surprised to spot a stranger standing by the water. She wore a draping black shawl that hung down almost to her feet. The lady crouched down on her knees by the water, seemingly staring down at her own reflection. When she rose, she picked up a stone and tossed it into the water. Then she just cradled herself in her arms, looking out at the lake, seemingly in as much wonder as he was.

      “So, what’dya think?”

      “Huh?” Alec whirled around. “Oh. Yeah.” He nodded to his friend, who stood near the short cement wall, admiring the lake too.

      “Figured you could write here,” Chip said.

      “I bet you did,” Alec said with a laugh. “So…what’s the catch?”

      “Well, it’s the most expensive place I’ve shown you. And you asked for a place in the woods, but not this far from town. This is very, very, very far from nowhere. There’s just a gas station and store along the road. That’s about a five-minute drive down the hill. Your hill. The closest real town around here is called Badger. We drove past Badger too. I doubt you noticed. It was like two blocks long and is about twenty minutes south of here. I caught a few buildings and a Walmart. Not much else. So, I guess, if you don’t mind stocking up and truly living like a hermit in frigid snow, this place should suit you fine.”

      “What’s the deal with the place being vacant for so many years?”

      “I don’t know, but I wouldn’t worry. If you like the place, its past vacancy shouldn’t be a problem. Take it as an added bonus. Nobody lives here, Alec. Nobody. That’s why it’s priced so low, I figure.”

      “It’s the best place we’ve seen. But a bit too nice and affordable.”

      “You’re always suspicious. Don’t worry, man. I’ll dot the i’s and cross the t’s before we enter escrow. That is…if you want me to start escrow?”

      “I’ll take it,” Alec said. But then he shook his head. “If the seller keeps the asking price. I can’t afford what this place is probably really worth. I love it, but…something feels off. Maybe it’s too good to be true?”

      “Because you always worry,” Chip said with a larger grin. Then he put an arm on his shoulder. “I’ll get you the deal, maybe even slash a bit off the selling price. You wanted a place to rest by a lake. Right? To write? Even added a nice view, didn’t I? Well, voilà, your Shangri-la awaits, sir.”

      “I found the place, Chip.”

      Chip lost his smile.

      “Of course, I love it,” Alec said with a chuckle, hitting his friend’s shoulder. “Make the deal and I’m in.”

      Chip regained his grin. Then he gazed back out at the view, shaking his head.

      Alec felt a cold breeze brush over his shoulder again. It seemed to be coming from the lake. The stranger far below in her shawl was still kneeling over the water. It was like she was still gazing at her own reflection, and under the sunlight reflected off the lake, her whole body seemed to shimmer.

      “It sure is a nice view,” said Chip.

      Alec smirked at his friend. But then he startled when he gazed back down. The lady by the lake had disappeared.
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      Alec spent his first day walking down the hillside, skidding this way and that over leaves and mud, around thick tree trunks, all the way down until he landed by a two-lane road. Although the leaves were everywhere, the trees were sparse enough for him to move around them and use the trunks as breaks in his descent. And he hadn’t been the first to do this. There were lines and gaps between the bushes likely made by prior hikers. His descent took about forty minutes. He could have made it down a lot faster—maybe in twenty—walking down a larger manmade trail, but he preferred taking his time scaling down the less trodden paths.

      The lake was across the two-lane road by the base of the hill. But Alec wasn’t heading to the lake, he wanted to visit Plymouth Hill. Beside him, along the road, a sign read “Plymouth Hill, two miles.” No matter, he’d enjoy continuing to walk.

      What a walk it was. There was that wonderful maple tree scent. And so little noise. Not a car passed. That was probably because the only turn  toward the main road ended at the top of the hill by his house. Still, this two-lane road was considered a state “highway.” All he heard was an occasional bird chirping or squirrel rustling in the leaves. Chip had told him that the best time of year was fall, when all the leaves would turn red and yellow. It was pretty enough green.

      After passing a canopy of trees arching over the main road like a tunnel of green, he finally saw the “town.” But, just as his friend had said, Plymouth Hill was just a few buildings with wood shingle roofs along the road.

      Alec headed to the largest building, across from the gas station. Over a red wood-paneled wall read “Corner Store.”

      As he opened the screen door, the bell jingled. At the sales counter, a middle-aged woman with long, curly red hair, wearing a very long, baggy dress, thumbed through her cellphone. She had a distinctive black half-circle symbol on her forehead.

      “Morning,” the woman said. “Vacationing? There’s a small supply shop for boats and oars down the street—for the lake. Just ask Knoll at the gas station if you’re here to go rowing or fishing. You can rent boats and oars from him. He even has fishing rods if you’re an angler.”

      “I’m not vacationing. I’m staying.”

      Alec browsed a food aisle. There were various chips, candy, and gum. Not a whole lot of stuff other than snacks. He should have stocked up more food before his move.

      At the far back of the store was a weird, eclectic section. This area was the most unique, reminding him of a magic shop. Here a large dark blue cloth with stars and moons was draped on the wall. And on two tables against the wall were various crystals, candles, and books.

      “Stranger turning native?” the cashier asked. “You kiddin’ me? I don’t believe it. You know, there’s only like ten of us in this whole damned town.” She laughed. “Where you from?”

      “L.A.”

      “L.A.? You went two thousand miles to live in the middle of nowhere?”

      Alec returned to the food aisle and snatched a bag of salami, checking the expiration date. He shrugged.

      “You’re really moving here?”

      “Yep. Up the hill.”

      “You’re shacking up on Plymouth Crest!” she asked, laughing more than ever. He couldn’t help but laugh too. “You’re joking, right? That place has been vacant all my life.”

      “It’s a great house.”

      “I thought maybe you were moving to Badger. You’re really living up on Plymouth Crest? I don’t believe it.”

      Alec nodded. He picked up a bag of plastic plates. It was then he realized there weren’t any baskets, so he stacked the salami and a bag of chips on paper plates and laid it on the main counter

      “Your store’s close enough,” he said with a grin.

      But her mouth still gaped open, staring at him. That made him laugh again.

      “My house is called Plymouth Crest?” he asked.

      “The hill is called Plymouth Crest. Your house is called an abomination. It doesn’t fit. Kind of like you.” She raised a hand. “No offense. I just mean it’s misplaced, you know. The house is as if some owner built a home in a city and plopped it down on our hill. People like climbing to the top just to dare themselves to go inside. They’re afraid, ’cause it’s said to be haunted, but they dare themselves to venture in anyway. I’ve been inside a few times. The house is beautiful, of course, but all the stuff inside looks spooky—chairs, tables—they’re all ratty and decayed. Last time I was there, the lights turned on fine. Me and my friends were so impressed, being the place is so old. But watch out. People, especially kids from out of town, love to camp around there just to dare themselves to go in. Just to dare, you know. So don’t freak out if drifters end up on your doorstep.”

      “That’s creepy. You’ve been inside?”

      “Sure…”  She suddenly looked guilty. “Years ago. When the doors aren’t locked. Everyone in town has been inside Plymouth Crest. It’s open to visitors more often than you’d think. But you seem normal enough. A tall, dark, and handsome man from Hollywood, huh?” She smirked. “Short dark hair, blue eyes. You’re cute.”

      “Thanks,” Alec said, feeling taken aback. “But I’m not from Hollywood. I lived in the valley.”

      “Same thing. Can I help you get settled in? Most supplies around here are from Badger, but I’ve got a lot more here than it looks like. And I can order things too. It’s about time someone decided to live up on that hill. No one’s lived there for years.”

      “I just need food. I thought there’d be a market here.”

      “A market in Plymouth Hill!?” she said, slapping the counter with her palm, laughing harder than ever. “A market? You’re funny, mister. Well, meet Plymouth Hill’s market. Me. There’s a Walmart in Badger. But I get plenty of business from drifters thinking the same thing you just did. And the main road here brings plenty of strangers. I thought you were just driving by like them. So…what do you do for a living, if you don’t mind me asking? And what’s your name?”

      “I’m a writer,” he said, grabbing a box of toothpicks by the front counter. “Name’s Alec.”

      “A writer? But writers do other stuff, don’t they?”

      “I used to work as an accountant. I wrote on the side and then retired. Came here for peace and quiet.”

      That sent her barreling into laughter all over again.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked, chuckling too.

      “Quiet? We sure have quiet. Sure have that: no people, but loads of quiet. You know, there’s just a handful of homes across the street. I live here. Well, I suppose we’re neighbors now. Wow. Pleasure to meet you, Alec. Far out. And you’re living up on Plymouth Crest? I don’t believe it. If you need anything, anything, just holler. We all help each other in this boring town, especially ’round winter.”

      “I heard winters can get rough.”

      “They sure can. The elevation is high up here in the mountains. You can get snowed in with more than ten feet of snow for a week or two during a rough storm. Ever see The Shining? A few people go nutso like that. That’s probably what keeps your place vacant. At least I’m by the road, so I talk to people vacationing around here all the time. A while ago, I knew a gentleman who lived at that house for only a few months. He left the place once the snow arrived. I’ve always guessed he got cabin fever. But don’t worry. Cabin fever is all in the mind. No need to worry if you’re sane. But also pretty cold winds can whip up, particularly around your house. Well, welcome, Alec. Welcome. Welcome to our quaint town of Plymouth Hill. You’ve come to the right place, I guess, if you were looking for nothing to do.”

      She put everything in a paper bag and handed it to him.

      “Thanks.”

      “Hey, you want me to help you bring the stuff up to your house?” she asked, raising her brow. “I haven’t been up to Plymouth Crest in so long. We can send it by ‘Daisie’s delivery service.’”

      “What’s ‘Daisie’s delivery service’?”

      “That’s my name. I’m Daisie.”

      “That’s okay,” Alec said with a laugh. “What’s that symbol on your forehead?”

      “It’s a half-moon. Do you like it?”

      He shrugged.

      “I’m a witch. Don’t worry, I’m a good witch. I’d be more worried about ghosts. And our winters. And cabin fever. But it didn’t stop you from buying the place, did it? A woman died up there almost two decades ago, you know. She was from Hollywood too. Her name was—” Daisie put a finger to her chin and looked up for a moment. Then she shook her head. “Can’t remember. She was some singer star turned actress that even made a few movies before moving here. Maybe trying to retire in peace and quiet? She and her lover probably went looney. Well, it’s an old story I heard about when my parents moved here when I was, like, twelve. Me and my friends went up there quite often when I went to school in Badger. We wanted to see the ghost. Not much to do around Badger otherwise, as you can imagine. The haunting didn’t stop you from buying the place?”

      “Nope.”

      “I really love that, Alec. I really do. You’re gutsy. You’d make a good warlock. Maybe I’ll show you some magic one day. We can meet up in that house and do some rituals.” And she winked.

      “I don’t believe in witches,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Yeah? But you believe in ghosts?”
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      With the sun’s rays shining between the green leaves of the trees surrounding the windows of his glass house, Plymouth Crest was enchanting. Gilded light shone through the leaves and branches creating yellow prism-like effects. And with all the green moss and thrush, it was enchanting—as if Alec lived in an English fae forest or Camelot, which he loved as a writer.

      That was what happened during the day. But upon nightfall, all those large windows turned black. And then those same leaves and branches that covered the sunrays blocked moonlight. Then his house became very dark.

      But not so quiet…

      By the second week, he started hearing noises. At first, it was just stray creaks and cracks from the wood, and Alec figured it was simply the sound of an old foundation. But as time passed, he heard unexplainable things. Stray shouts and screams that sounded as if they were coming from the terrace outside. Doors opening and slamming shut downstairs. Kitchen cabinets left open. Plates and glasses being rearranged on the kitchen table. Doors left open all night. One morning, he even found the couch in the living room had been moved a couple feet. That was the creepiest. On yet another night, he awoke shivering. The glass balcony door of his bedroom was wide open. He was certain he had locked it.

      As days passed, the noises only grew louder. One night a wooden chair tipped over downstairs in the dining room. Then another night, a plant was thrown from one of his tall cabinets in the foyer into the living room.

      He began to not sleep. He didn’t believe in ghosts, but he couldn’t deny the noises.

      Tonight, for hours, he had just stared at the white ceiling over his bed in silence. He had stared long enough for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. And after a while, the darkness made the faint moonlight that shone through openings in his dark mahogany velvet curtains seem bright.

      His body jumped. His muscles reacted mechanically before he recognized the noise. It was glass shattering. Something had broken into pieces downstairs. It was so loud that he leapt out of bed and his hands scrambled along the walls to switch on the light. But the light wouldn’t switch on. That was weird because his old clock on the nightstand still read one-thirty-two in red digital letters, and the clock didn’t have back-up power. Electricity was another quirky thing about his house.

      He opened the drawer in his nightstand by the bed. In his old house, he had always left a small flashlight by the bed. But the flashlight wasn’t there. It was probably still in one of the boxes in the garage. And he had left his cellphone downstairs.

      There was more opening and closing of cabinets and drawers. This time, it wasn’t just stray noises, it seemed to be every few seconds. This didn’t sound like the usual cracks and creaks of some phantom haunting his place. He was worried there was an actual intruder.

      He rushed along the inner balcony. Most of his downstairs could be seen from here, but his furniture—his couch, end table, and chairs—were cast in shadows by moonlight.

      “Who’s down there?” Alec cried. “Show yourself.”

      He was answered by another crash. That made him move faster, darting across his dark, empty living room and running straight to the source of the noise—in the kitchen.

      He was wearing only underwear and felt a breeze before seeing the open kitchen door. After doors being left open frequently over the past week, he was sure he had checked the lock on this door before going to bed. He rushed over to shut it.

      “Sorry, I didn’t realize anyone was home.”

      Alec whirled around. That made the intruder on the other side of the kitchen island cover her mouth and snicker.

      He rushed over to turn on the kitchen light switch, but, oddly, it did not just turn on the kitchen lights, it switched on the digital display on the oven and the toaster and re-started a hum from the refrigerator. It’s as if the light switch restarted the power in the whole house. And under the bright kitchen lights, Alec could now clearly discern a young lady, in her mid-twenties, leaning against the island. She had long dark hair and almond-shaped eyes. Her face was strikingly pretty. Beside her bare feet was a shattered glass cup—the glass that she must have broken. Being shoeless under her navy blue snow coat with a fur-lined collar was strange. And she held a red apple in her hand—which she had stolen from his grocery bag, no doubt. Her mouth was curled in an amused smirk.

      They stared at one another. Then she drew the apple up to her nose.

      “What are you doing here?” Alec snapped.

      “Eating an apple.”

      “No, what are you doing in my house?”

      “Door was open,” she said with a shrug. “Sorry about the glass.” And then she chuckled again, looking down at the shattered glass by her toes. “Have to be careful where I step now, I guess.”

      “Miss, this is private property.”

      She furrowed her brow and stared again, seeming to study him. Then her lips curled into that same amused smile. He wasn’t sure what was so funny.

      “Do I need to call the police?”

      “Sheriff Denson?” she asked, bursting into laughter. “Are you fricken’ kiddin’ me? Denson can barely keep his pants on without suspenders. Speaking of pants.”

      She pointed an index finger at his body. It was then he remembered he was only wearing underwear. That made him angrier.

      “I live here, miss! You’re trespassing in my house.”

      “Aha,” she said and turned her back on him. But she cocked her head back to catch a glimpse of his body.

      “Gee-whiz,” she said, sniffing her apple again, “I mean, I didn’t think anybody stopped by this place anymore. I never had to worry about strangers before. I’m here all the time.” She shrugged her shoulders. “You know, I roam⁠—”

      “In the middle of the night!”

      “Hey, watch your tone, mister. I think you need to calm the hell down.”

      “Calm down? You’re breaking into my house!”

      “I’m not breaking into your house. There’s never anyone here, I tell you. And the door was open. Okay already?”

      She carefully stepped around the shards of broken glass. Then she roamed about the kitchen, picking up a decorative tray on the island and then a fake flower assortment. Examining everything. It was like she was inspecting the room. Then she opened a drawer and picked up a silver fork and knife. She opened a cabinet over one of the stoves and thumbed through more glasses.

      “I sure like what you’ve done with the place,” she said. “Not much different than what I would have done, I’d bet. You have really good taste.”

      “You scared the hell out of me.”

      “Man, I said sorry. You scared me too. Okay?”

      She turned and faced him. They locked eyes again, and with her smirk, Alec had the sense that she was going to laugh in his face again.

      “This is my house. You have to leave. Get the hell out or I’m calling the cops.”

      “Wow, you sure can be rude,” she said, raising her hand. “Fine
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