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	See you in the shadows,
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Doctor’s Visit
By Bronson Carey

	 

	It’s interesting, really, the choices we make, the ones that lead us to where we are today. Sometimes, I look back on my life and wonder if I could’ve done anything differently. Then I look at myself in the mirror and wonder how it got this bad. I glare into that failure’s eyes and demand answers. How could he let this happen? When did his life spiral downhill?

	I sighed and splashed some water in my face before returning to work. I’d done my deliveries for the day, so I only had to write up the following reports. Then, I could drive back to my miserable one-bedroom, single-wide trailer. Maybe it all went wrong when my wife left me. She took everything in the divorce. All I had was my car, too old to be worth much to her.

	The reports didn’t take too long, and I managed to leave a few minutes early. I’d be able to sit back and waste the rest of the evening in front of the TV, and that’d be the highlight of my day. I drove home as I had day after day, losing myself in the curves of the streets. I wondered if life used to be better, but I honestly couldn’t remember any happy times, nor could I imagine good times ahead for me.

	As I drove, a flash of black drew me from my own darkness, and I glared at it in the rearview mirror. It was a figure clad in long black robes that swayed along the concrete as they walked. A white crow mask covered the freak’s face, like one of those old plague doctors. I became so focused on the peculiarity of it that I nearly ran off the road into a neighbor’s mailbox.

	I swore under my breath and hit the steering wheel in frustration. When I looked back, the person continued casually walking down the road like nothing had happened, which pissed me off more. I pulled into my dirt driveway, got out of my junk car, and unlocked my crummy trailer. My ex-wife had always said that I dwelt too much on the negative. Hate reared up in me at the thought of her.

	I fell back in my recliner, one of my few comforts, and turned the TV on to old comedies I doubt anyone watched anymore. That’s when the cough came—light, but annoying, like something that tickled the back of my throat. I blamed the cheap air conditioner that didn’t work half the time. Without air circulating, the place turned into a dust bowl, so I crossed to the window. My fingers wrapped around its base, and I jerked it up to let in a fresh stream of cool evening air. Momentary relief washed over me until the cough returned a little heavier than before.

	After a few moments of catching my breath, I noticed the dark figure from before in front of my house. He stood on the sidewalk, staring at the sunset. Why he stopped in front of my house to gawk like an idiot, I had no idea, but I didn’t care for costumed fanatics loitering near my property.

	“Get lost, freak!” I shouted out the window before a cough choked out any threat I might want to make. The plague doctor glanced slightly in my direction, those round, black lenses reflecting the inferno of the sunset. The mask hid any expression he might have had as he stared. It lasted only for a few moments, but it sent a wave of unease through me. I didn’t live in the nicest neighborhood, nor did I like the idea of costumed delinquents stalking my house.

	The stranger continued strolling down the sidewalk without a second glance, but the disturbance in the air didn’t leave. I slammed the window shut as another wave of coughing clutched my lungs. I scowled, grabbed a bottle of water, and stormed back to my chair.

	I watched mindless drama until I didn’t feel like it anymore. The sun had retreated beyond the horizon some time ago, so turning off the TV forced me into a void. I sighed and carefully navigated to the wall to feel for a light switch. My shin made contact with the coffee table, and I swore again before finally hitting the switch that brought life back to my dark existence.

	I stared out over my living room, the cans and paper plates strewn across the floor, the sickly state of the carpet. Even though I’d been living in it, I still detected the faint odor of rotting food, though I couldn’t tell from where. Depression descended on me as I surveyed the sorry state of my home. Maybe that was the problem. I allowed myself to live as a failure, so that’s all I had the potential to be. But my life really wasn’t too bad, comparatively. I worked a steady job and lived with a roof over my head. I only needed to clean up, manage my living space more. If I just put a little effort in, I could finally turn my life around, right?

	Being middle-aged didn’t mean my life was over; I still had a whole lifetime left to work with. So what if I hadn’t accomplished anything or done anything useful with my life thus far? So what if I had no friends or family to care if I lived or died? So what if my entire life turned out to be forgettable?

	The cough returned, and I decided to retire to bed, determined to clean at least something tomorrow, if only to prove to myself that I could. I hadn’t accomplished anything out of the ordinary. I worked, came home, and wasted time until the moment came to repeat the cycle. I told myself that tomorrow would be the end of my old way of life, that I could be productive for once, but I was a terrible liar.

	The next morning, I woke up, welcomed by a symphony of bodily aches and pains, and any lingering motivation from the night before quickly faded the moment my feet touched the floor. I got ready, threw something on, and started on my way back to work without moving a single piece of rubbish from my home. I told myself I’d do it when I got back, but I knew I’d be too tired by then. Still, it was a nice fantasy.

	I worked as a truck driver, transporting soda and other beverages across the state. I didn’t hate the job, per se; I knew that drinks needed to be transported, and someone needed to do it, but I still hated that I was the one it fell to. But maybe I was never meant to enjoy my work. Maybe work only existed as a means for survival, but God, I hated that idea. I hated what I had allowed my life to turn into.

	That’s when I saw him again, the freak dressed up as a plague doctor. He strolled down the street and right into the middle of the road. I panicked and swerved to the side, though part of me wanted to just hit him head-on. The tires streaked across the pavement as I slammed on the brakes and veered the car to the brim of the road.

	In the rearview mirror, I saw him just standing there, staring at me without any hint that he cared about what he had done. I punched the steering wheel, got out, and slammed the door shut.

	I swore, screamed, and threatened with every step, but he didn’t flinch or move from his spot. My veins burned with seething hatred, and I was fully ready to let it all out on that freak. I wanted to rip that stupid mask off and rearrange the bones in his face, but the more I yelled, the drier my throat became. I started choking on my words, coughing between phrases until it became all I could do.

	With each step, the coughing grew worse. Then I noticed something under the figure’s robe. The freak pulled out a black cane and pressed it against my chest when I got within a yard or two, as if that would keep me away.

	“You little,” I started, but a harder bout of coughing stopped the rest of my words. I smacked the cane out of the way and stepped closer, but the taste of iron distracted me. Another wave of hacking and blood spattered across my shoes. I swore under my breath, horrified at what I saw. But an ungovernable fury had me in its grip, and I ignored the blood to lunge forward and grab the stranger’s robe. Almost as soon as I touched the fabric, however, the world faded into black, and I fell onto the pavement.

	I came to with a small crowd of people around me. They tried to help me up and asked if I needed an ambulance. I told them to screw off and go away. Irritation turned into panic as I checked my watch and found that nearly an hour had passed from the time I should have been at work. I shoved some of the crowd away and hurried to my car, no time to think about what had happened. I arrived ninety minutes late, and I knew the wrath I’d suffer when my boss came out to greet me.

	He took me to his office before letting loose, shouting about schedules and responsibilities.

	“You didn’t even call! What the hell am I supposed to do?”

	“Yes, sir, but I…”

	“We have a reputation. People expect their deliveries by a certain time! If we can’t hold our end, how the hell are they supposed to hold theirs? People depend on what we do here.”

	“I’m sorry, sir. It was a medical emergency.”

	“I can respect that,” he said. “I can. I’m not a slave driver here, but then you don’t call or let me know anything that’s going on. If you started feeling unwell, you could’ve called in, and I would’ve sent someone else to take your delivery, no problem. But you’ve had me waiting with no idea when you’d finally decide to show up.”

	“I… I know sir, I should have called but…”

	“No, no buts except yours in that damn truck. We’re going to give them a discount, and it’s coming out of your paycheck. Got it?”

	“Yes, sir…”

	I didn’t even try explaining. My boss claimed to care about his drivers, but he didn’t. Not really. I could’ve died that morning, and he would’ve only griped that I hadn’t given him warning so he could plan ahead to hire someone else in my stead. Bitterness ate away at my insides as I left the office, silently fuming. Another wave of coughing hit me, but I forced myself through it until I reached my truck, then I finally doubled over and hacked on the parking lot until I could catch my breath.

	“Jesus, you okay?” one of the other drivers asked as they passed.

	“It’s… it’s not a good day,” I replied, though what day was?

	The cargo had already been loaded, so I only had to climb in and read the route. The road always gave me time for thinking, whether about my regrets, my life, or what I’d eat later. In that ride, I started thinking about what had happened that morning. That idiot had walked right in front of my car, then just stood there while I nearly hacked my lungs out. He even had the nerve to prod me with that stupid cane. I swore that if I ever saw that weird freak again, I’d wring his neck.

	Eventually, my thoughts drifted away from the plague doctor and sunk back into the bitterness that was my pitiful existence. The hours passed and structures began to fade into each other as the road stretched ever onward. In this business, I’d gotten used to the usual highway hypnosis, but I typically brought an energy drink or coffee to break me out of it. Through all the chaos, I’d forgotten my essential fuel. Oh well. I could push through to the next gas station. But the longer I drove, the more obscure the road became.

	A dark spot of pavement looked like an animal in the road, and the road signs muddled into vague images and symbols that I could barely make out. One sign showed diseased patients in a hospital setting, but a second glance revealed just an insurance agency. Further down the road, I noticed a sign that depicted a man sitting alone in an empty room. I passed by too quickly to see what it really was, but it didn’t matter.

	I barely cared enough to pay attention to my hallucinations until I noticed that plague doctor defiling one of them. I immediately noticed the white crow mask and black eye lenses, as well as the cane in one hand and a syringe in the other. I slammed on the brakes before it could pass me by, but a second glance revealed it to be just another soda advertisement. Before I even had time to catch my breath and curse myself, a car rammed into my back end. I didn’t feel too much of a jolt, but I heard the following chaos unfurl.

	A car crashed and spiraled into the opposite lane, sending an SUV tumbling off the road. More cars followed, crashing into one another in the disarray until a full traffic block erupted across the highway.

	Panic wrapped its ghoulish claws around my mind as despair set in. I stared in the side mirrors at the suffering caused by my hand, my thoughts spiraling out of control. Waves of hopelessness and depression washed away my anxiety. I would lose my job because of this. I might face criminal charges. There would be fines and fees I’d have no hope of paying. Whether through medical or car repair bills, they’d drain my account dry. I didn’t see any way of recovering from this; my life was over, and it had never truly begun.

	I felt it again, stirring deep in my lungs, that awful cough that stung my chest like a knife, and that’s when I saw him, a silhouette amongst the wreckage. The plague doctor, seeming to peer into my soul behind his expressionless crow-mask.

	Police arrived, reports filed, names and information taken. I knew how it would end, with me as the sole guilty party. They wrote down everything, my address, my number, anything they’d need to contact me again, but I wouldn’t know when. Every day would be spent waiting for the world to come crashing down. I drove the truck back to the station. I didn’t see much point in completing the delivery if I’d already lost my job.

	I marched mournfully to my boss’s office, ready for the hell that awaited. The meeting lasted longer than the one I had had that morning and with much more yelling, but I tuned him out about halfway through. I caught something about accountability and conduct, as well as the claim that losing my job would be the least of my worries if they didn’t play it off just right. It didn’t matter, though; I’d already given up. Everything had become so pointless. Why did I even bother listening to him? Why not just leave and try to enjoy my trailer while I still had it?

	I drove home in silence, without even my thoughts to keep me occupied. I felt hollow, hopeless. I had lived my life pitifully, and now I’d passed the point of no return. What hope did I have left? I pulled into my driveway of dirt and sought the sanctuary of my meager trailer.

	Hours later, with the darkness of night fast approaching, a curiosity took hold of me. It drew me to the window, and I looked out. A figure strolled by my house, the streetlights lighting his dark robe. The doctor. Part of me wanted to get mad, to wrap my hands around his throat and squeeze until he squawked; I didn’t have anything left to lose anyway. I stormed outside to yell at him, but after only half a dozen steps outside, my fury vanished. Despite how much I hated him, I couldn’t find the energy for further action. Despair had sunk into my heart and weighed my limbs down like lead.

	The doctor continued his stroll without a sideways glance, and I felt the cough returning, sharp and deep in my chest until fresh blood passed my lips and splattered against the pavement. It lasted longer this time, hacking at my breath until I couldn’t find any more to take. I grew lightheaded and staggered back to lean against my car, desperate to reclaim my breath.

	I glared at the masked figure. That freak. As he passed my house and continued on his way, I decided I needed to confront him. What the hell was that idiot even doing, strolling through my neighborhood, wearing that ridiculous costume?

	I tried to catch up with him, but the closer I got, the more the cough stabbed at my lungs until the taste of iron filled my mouth. I stayed still for a few steps, and the feeling receded with the doctor, which left me at an impasse. I wanted to confront him, but something wouldn’t let me get close. But when he got too far away, the coughing would again increase. I didn’t think about it too hard; perhaps I didn’t want to. This dilemma kept me following about three feet behind, calling for him to stop or answer me, but he continued forward in silence without acknowledging my presence.

	Somehow, I found myself following a crazed figure out of the neighborhood, though when he took a detour toward an isolated stretch of woods, I found myself reconsidering. Was I really going to follow a stranger into the woods at night? I suppose if I wanted to kill him, then it’d be easier than strangling him in the middle of the street, but I feared that’d be true both ways.

	As the figure disappeared into the thick brush, the cough tore at my chest again, stealing my breath until I stumbled forward, and it let up. I stared into the dark trees. Their limbs stretched like horrid skeletal arms high into the heavens, sheltering the doctor from the world. I feared what would happen if I walked into their embrace. As the coughing stole my breath and left me hacking for air, however, I didn't see any other choice.

	I followed into the woods against my better judgment. Though I had lost sight of the doctor, I went in the direction that alleviated my symptoms. The trees grew into threatening silhouettes all around me, like demons lining my way. Roots reached like hands to grab at my ankles, and I narrowly avoided their grasps. Thorns and briars clawed at my exposed skin and tugged on my clothes.

	I wanted to slow down, to evaluate my surroundings, but any time I missed a step or waited too long, my illness returned. It forced me forward, and I didn’t know what else to do. What else could I have done? Despite despising my life, I felt a bit of freedom after the accident. While I hated the thought, it felt good to lose all hope.

	I no longer cared about what happened to me, whether in the woods or outside of them. Maybe part of me hoped I’d never have to leave the secluded forest, never be forced to own up to my actions or return to my horrible life.

	Finally, I spotted an orange glow emanating through the trees and followed it until I emerged into a clearing. The doctor sat on a log near a small fire, roasting some strange meat with the embers reflected in the dark lenses of his white mask. I hesitated.

	The stranger glanced up from his work and motioned his beak toward another log beside the fire, but I still wasn’t sure if I wanted to sit with him. Why was I there? What did this strange figure want from me? No answers presented themselves.

	I sighed and sat beside the fire. The embers cast a somber glow as they rose to meet the barren canopy above. The flames seemed weaker when I got nearer to them, and the heat barely reached me. In fact, I felt colder than I ever had before. I stared into those dying cinders and felt a bitter connection as they faded one by one, shrinking our little island of light bit by bit.

	“You aren’t the first, you know,” the doctor said. His voice sounded strained, like he hadn’t spoken in ages, and it filled me with an inescapable feeling of dread. “So many souls find their way to me. A tragedy, really.”

	“What are you?” I rasped.

	The cloaked figure prodded at the fire, embers dancing in the reflection of his mask’s lenses. “Take a rest. You’re only halfway there.”

	No matter how much I tried to hold it back, I began hacking again. The coughs kept coming, and I tasted something foul and bitter in the back of my throat. When I coughed into my arm, blood blacker than night itself stained my shirt, leaving me in horrified awe. I wondered what was wrong with me but, in truth, I already knew the answer, just as I already knew who the stranger was. It might have been a crazy notion, but I knew the truth all the same.

	“Where?” I demanded, wheezing. “Where will I go?”

	He stayed silent for a moment, and I couldn’t tell if he shifted his gaze to look at me when he answered, “Where all diseased souls go.”

	“What if I don’t want to go?” I asked when I had enough breath to push the words out.

	The doctor held his somber silence while the fire embers died in the reflection of his mask’s lenses. He turned the meat to the side, though it didn’t look any more cooked than when he had started.

	Meanwhile, the cough refused to subside. It stabbed and cut at my chest like a dagger and left me clawing at my chest for some kind of relief. When I finally managed a deep enough breath, I panted, “What are you going to do to me?”

	The doctor threw his stick in the cinders and turned his beak to me so I could see myself in those soulless lenses.

	“Nothing you haven’t already done to yourself.”

	The figure stood, and his cloak swayed in the breeze like a shadow of death. I saw my terrified reflection in the black lenses of his mask as he kicked out the fire’s last dying embers.

	 

	* * *


Memorial
By Ron Ripley

	 

	After forty-eight years, Bill Tocci moved back home.

	Anger, New Hampshire, hadn’t changed much as far as he could see. The library was in the same place, with only a smattering of cars in the parking lot behind the building. He noticed the streetlamps had been changed, the old sodium bulbs replaced with the newer, brighter LEDs. They were slim and alien-looking against the cold November sky.

	There was a bookstore across the library, and that was new. But the town hall remained in the same place; it still had the countdown to Christmas sign with a fresh coat of paint out front, which had been there when he had left in the winter of seventy-one.

	Nothing’s changed, he thought, looking around, standing outside the diner. Bill felt certain he could go into the restaurant and still find Mack cooking by the grill. If he is, though, the man’s got to be a hundred and ten if he’s a day.

	Bill hadn’t ever intended to return to Anger. He had even foregone attending the funerals of both his parents, and so he was surprised when he had received a letter in the mail informing him that his father had left him the family home off Montreal Street. So, having lost his house to his ex-wife, Bill decided that property taxes twice a year were a sight better than southern California rental prices every month.

	Here I am, sixty-six years old, retired and divorced, without any significant payments to make, he thought with a grin. Turning his collar up against the cold, which he doubted he would ever get used to again, Bill turned his back to the slight, bitter wind which moved down Main Street and allowed his feet to retrace the memory of walking home.

	He kept his head ducked, not wishing to make contact with anyone. His hands were thrust deep into the pockets of his overcoat. He didn’t believe anyone would recognize him. Bill was taller and heavier than when he had left, and his face was deeply lined and tanned from years of work on construction sites in the California sun.

	No, I’ll be just a stranger moving into the old Tocci house. Someone will figure it out sooner or later, but I’m guessing later.

	When Bill reached the intersection of Main and Montreal, he hesitated, then, without knowing why, he headed right and out toward Coffin Cemetery instead of home. He pulled his knit cap down lower around his ears, and as he neared the cemetery, he saw that Cote’s Corner Store was now Buke’s Convenience.

	Bill walked into the store, and a man in his early twenties looked up. He had blue hair pulled into a topknot with the sides shaved, piercings in both nostrils, and large, black gauges in his earlobes.

	Bill didn’t bat an eye. He had lived in San Francisco and Los Angeles. Kid, he thought, you ain’t got nothin’ on Southern Cal.

	“Morning,” Bill said, stepping up to the counter.

	“It is.”

	“Pack of Marlboro Black, please.” Bill took his wallet out as the young man reached up to the cigarette rack above the counter and pulled down a pack. “Lighter, too, please.”

	“Any particular one?”

	Bill shook his head, and the cashier removed a Cricket lighter from a box by the register, just out of reach of the customers. The young man put it beside the cigarettes.

	“Anything else?”

	“No, that’ll be it.”

	“Okay. Need to see your license too.”

	Bill shrugged and dug it out, putting it down on the counter. The young man leaned forward, then punched the information into the register.

	“California, huh?” The cashier rang the sale.

	“Yup.”

	“This cold there?” The question was a serious one, Bill realized.

	“No,” he answered. “Not in the southern parts. Up north, yeah. It gets bad. Especially when you get up into the mountains.”

	“Huh. You been to New Hampshire before?”

	Bill handed his debit card to the young man. “Born here. In Anger.”

	The young man’s eyes widened for a moment as he completed the sale. “The only reason you come back?”

	“Yup.”

	The cashier nodded and handed Bill his card back. “I left once.”

	“Did you?”

	“Yeah. Went out to Fort Benning, Georgia. Infantry. Then, after a couple of years, I came back. Didn’t like the rest of the world.”

	Bill chuckled and nodded. “I understand that. Thanks a lot.”

	“Sure. Welcome home.”

	Bill waved and left the store, shaking his head. He paused outside the building, opened the pack of cigarettes, and shook one out. Bill lit it, inhaled, and let the smoke out slowly through his nostrils, enjoying the sweet taste of the nicotine.

	So much better now, he thought, slipping the cigarettes and lighter into his pocket. Still smoking, he started along the road. He knew where he was going, but he didn’t know why he felt the impulse to go.

	It took him fifteen minutes of walking before he reached his destination, just on the edge of town. The road, he saw, was recently paved, and there were flexible orange poles placed every thirty or forty feet on both sides. There were reflective strips on each pole, and he knew that they were there to help the plow drivers see where the edge of the road was.

	For a moment, Bill wasn’t sure if he was in the right spot, but then he saw the memorial, and he walked to it, surprised at what he found.

	It was a black obelisk, almost as tall as he was. He stood there, looking not only at his own reflection in the polished stone but at what had been carved in it.

	 

	In Loving Memory of Melissa Gilbert,
Age 15, injured and left to die,

	December 15th, 1971.

	 

	Above the words, the image of Melissa had been laser-engraved, the pretty girl with the pigtails looking out forever on the stretch of road where she had died.

	Shouldn’t have been walking in the snow, Bill thought. If you’d had any common sense, you would have stayed where you were and not come out here. I wouldn’t have hit you, and I wouldn’t have had to leave Anger.

	He finished his cigarette and stubbed it out on the marker.

	“I hate you, Melissa. I’ve hated you for forty-eight years, and I’ll hate you until the day I die.” He gave the headstone the finger, turned, and left, retracing his steps along the road.

	Despite the cold, the walk back towards the center of town was quicker and happier than the walk out to the site where he had accidentally murdered Melissa Gilbert when he was joyriding in his father’s Chrysler. It took him nearly half an hour to get back home, and when he did, he chuckled as he passed through the door. Whistling, he closed and locked up behind him, then went through the breezeway and into the garage. He flicked on the light and stared at the old concrete floor, and the metal shelves bolted to the bare studs.

	Bill remembered cleaning the Chrysler, scrubbing the blood and bone fragments out of the grill before soaking the radiator down. He had then taken the precaution of dirtying it again, knowing his father would be suspicious if the car was clean.

	Lighting a cigarette, he went back into the breezeway and closed the door to the garage behind him. He stopped in the kitchen long enough to grab a premade sandwich he had picked up in Nashua, and a bottle of Budweiser before carrying them both up to his father’s workroom on the second floor. The man had been an inveterate builder of models, and the room was equipped for his late father’s pastime.

	Models of World War Two fighters, which his father had helped service during the end of that war and into the Korean War as well.

	Those will all have to go, Bill thought, pulling out the high stool his father had sat on to do his work. He opened his beer, took a drink, then unwrapped the sandwich and ate it quickly, reveling in the crumbs and mess he left on his father’s well-cared-for worktable.

	Place still looks like a cluttered hobo nest, Dad, Bill grinned. But your lawyer told me the damned safe was in here, with all the stupid crap about the house and everything else.

	Bill finished his beer, reached into his front pocket, and took out the combination his father’s lawyer had given him. Belching loudly, he stood, walked across the room, and took down the framed wedding picture of his mother and father that hung on the wall. He dropped it into the trash and looked at the large metal door set into the drywall. Humming, Bill spun the lock, then used the combination to open it.

	Several large manila envelopes stood neatly against one side.

	Bill rolled his eyes at his father’s efficiency and took the envelopes out. He carried them back to the desk, sat down, and opened one after the other, upending their contents onto the desktop. Papers and photographs spilled out, and then there was a soft thud that caught his attention.

	Frowning, Bill pushed the papers aside, looking for whatever had been heavy enough to make the sound.

	It was a small, linen envelope, sealed and addressed, William.

	Bill shook his head. He had always hated it when his parents had used his full name. Tearing the envelope open, he peered inside and saw a folded piece of heavyweight paper and a skeleton key.

	He extracted the letter and set the key and envelope down. When he unfolded the paper, he saw his father’s bold, crisp handwriting.

	 

	William,

	I’m dead. Of that, I am quite certain. Your mother has passed away, as you know, and I am ill. How long I will last, I don’t know, but I am in the process of preparing our home for you. This letter is not to enable me to bark at you from beyond the grave, but to tell you certain truths which I am sure to forget should I live much longer.

	I have placed a second safe in the house, though I do not recommend you search for it just yet. There is a bit of paperwork left for you to do, paperwork which is required by the town and the state, not by me. When this is finished, you should look for this second safe but only when you are fully situated in the house. This task the state requires of you will take a month or so, and I trust that will be a sufficient amount of time for you to examine your new home, which is not nearly the same as when you left it so abruptly.

	Take your time, William, and go through this house carefully. I cannot stress this enough. It is my fervent hope that you have changed in these four decades since I last saw you. I hope you are wiser and more mature.

	Regardless of what you may have felt for your mother or me, please, understand that you are my son, and I love you. Do this last thing for me, William, and truly understand your home.

	 

	Love,

	Dad

	 

	Bill scoffed and threw the letter onto the desk and picked up the envelope. He took out the skeleton key and examined it. Over the years, he had seen thousands of such keys, especially when he was working restoration jobs on the side. The key was an original, but to what he wasn’t sure. Evidently, his father felt it was important enough to include in his letter.

	And what the hell is that about? Go through the house carefully? Nothing’s changed! Hell, there’s still a late sixties Zenith in the television room. Bill shook his head. I don’t think I need to do anything more than make sure there are clean sheets to put on my bed tonight. Other than that, the paperwork can wait until tomorrow.

	Standing up, Bill stretched, belched again, and stuffed the key into his back pocket.

	I need another beer, then I’m going to tear through this place and find out what the hell the old man was talking about.

	Bill wandered down to the kitchen, grabbed a beer, opened it, and took a drink before he lit a cigarette. He tapped the ashes off into the sink and considered where his father might have hidden the little extra that was hinted at, and what it might be.

	I bet he hid the damn stuff in my old room, he thought. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, the old man was sentimental. Proved it by calling me his son. And what’s with the whole, I love you, crap?

	Bill shook his head. Nope, got to be hidden in my room. Well, what the hell is it? I know he had those damned coin and stamp collections he would never let me near. Plus, Mom had all that family silver she kept squirreled away. Key’s got to be to a cabinet or something. Maybe in my closet?

	He shrugged, finished off his beer, and set the empty bottle on the counter. Patting the key in his pocket, Bill left the kitchen. His room was on the first floor, tucked in the back near his mother’s sewing room. He strolled into his room and flicked on the light, chuckling at how the room was barren except for his old twin bed and his dresser. The lamp that had once stood on his nightstand was on top of the dresser. Even the old hand-tied rag rug was gone.

	Smiling, Bill went to the closet door and opened it. He grabbed the pull chain and turned on the light, a pale glow coming from the old incandescent bulb.

	There was nothing in the closet. Not even any of the old wooden hangers he had despised so much. The interior smelled faintly of mothballs and cedar chips, but it was the emptiness of the closet which caused his brow to furrow.

	Turning off the light, he exited his room and entered the sewing room.

	All his mother’s materials were gone. Her Singer sewing machine, the spools of thread, and shelves of fabrics. The bookcase, which had once held hundreds of patterns, was missing completely.

	Bill strode across the room, grabbed hold of the closet door, and yanked it open. Like his, the sewing room closet was empty as well.

	He stepped back and scratched his chin. Basement. Dad had a gun safe down there. Didn’t keep anything in it other than his thirty-odd-six, but it’s there.

	Bill felt a sense of relief, and he hurried to the basement door in the kitchen. His steps rang out on the stairs, and he ducked his head slightly to avoid colliding with the rafter at the bottom. He walked through the basement, around the water heater and the oil furnace, and as he approached the safe standing in a dim corner, he stopped and looked around.

	The entire sublevel was empty.

	There was nothing. None of the junk his father had collected and stored, no Christmas lights or decorations. No boxes marked winter clothes or bits of odds and ends. Even the washer and dryer were gone.

	Bill looked around, a sense of unease growing within him. He approached the safe with caution, and he eased the door open. It, too, was empty. The rifle was gone, as was the weapon’s cleaning kit and any extra ammunition.

	This is wrong. He never got rid of anything. I mean, the man was a damned packrat.

	Bill shook his head, turned around, and left the basement as quickly as he could. When he reached the kitchen, he closed the door, hesitated a moment, and then took one of the old chairs from the table and jammed it under the doorknob.

	He swallowed dryly, not understanding or enjoying the way the unease was transforming into fear.

	He hid something here. Something bad. No. That can’t be; I’m being paranoid. He wouldn’t do that. Not to the house.

	The knowledge that the house was more important than himself helped to settle Bill’s nerves, but only a little. He ran his fingers through his hair, and tossed the butt of his cigarette into the sink and turned the water on to put it out.

	Okay, I need to think this through. Dad’s room, the exact same. The television room, the same. Kitchen and garage, the same. What’s different. Breezeway is empty, and evidently, it probably shouldn’t have been. Basement is empty. My room is empty. Mom’s sewing room is empty. Bill took a deep breath and felt calmer. I need to check their room and the bathrooms. Then the attic. I need to see what he was doing.

	The first floor bathroom was the same, but the upstairs bathroom was stripped down to the bare minimum for a man who had been living alone for five years.

	When he went into his parents’ bedroom, Bill stopped, blinking, and not understanding what he was seeing. Finally, he understood his father had more than likely lost his mind at the end.

	The bed was gone, as were the dressers. Only a sleeping bag and pillow were on the floor. The closet door was wide open, revealing a trio of old, yellow milk crates on their sides. His father’s clothes were neatly folded and put away in them. Nothing else was in the room.

	Bill closed the door when he left the room. It had been as though he had stared into a stripped-down version of his father’s personality, and the cold
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