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THE FARM.  
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ONE.  

May 29, 1994.

When Mike Aurora turned off from the #3 highway toward the small hamlet of Ranger, fifteen miles southwest of Leoville, Saskatchewan, he was reminiscing over the freak inheritance which had brought him out here to the boondocks and the strange but wonderful farmstead which he had inherited from his uncle Joe. One could hardly call the old hamlet of Ranger a village anymore (though it had once been such) where the derelict farm sat untended, uncared for. Uncle Joe’s acreage was one of the few not to be grabbed up by the land-hungry, big-time local farmers who had turned the northern grain-belt into a kind of Communistic gulag where the rich prosper and the small shareholder like uncle Joe – well – sort of lapsed into a senile memory of better days. Most of the smaller farmsteads had either long-since ceased to exist or been bullied by the Government to “Go Big.” Most had “Gone Big” and grown a Big Fat Debt. Unpayable, of course. Except for old uncle Joe. Joe Aurora had had a knack for keeping his head above water.

His nephew, Mike, pondered this as he swung his old but reliable Chev Impala station wagon onto the gravel road which passed as a main road out here in east-central Saskatchewan (one of the Great White North’s most impoverished provinces, where there were more cows than people!). There were more trees here than down south: tamarack, birch, poplar, spruce, black willow. Further north, muskeg. Black Sabbath’s “Wasp” droned quietly from the station wagon’s cassette player, mirroring Aurora’s own morbid personality. At twenty-three years old, he had grand plans for the summer (let’s not even think of winter). He’d quit his crummy mechanic’s job two weeks ago, began packing his meagre belongings inside his shabby $300 basement suite in Shellbrook and discontinued his telephone and electricity service (the absentée owner was having the place condemned!).  

He’d bought himself a stack of second-hand, outdoor survival guides, studied them with the raptness of a monastic pupil for a few days, then decided his career move. Not only had uncle Joe (his only living relative) bequeathed him ten thousand dollars but a decent farmhouse and a small but charming homestead. Mike wanted to be a writer. He would organize his material here, plan an outline for his first full-length horror novel.

In the meantime, he’d consider doing odd jobs; there were plenty of farmers hereabouts, some good friends of his, who could use an extra hand during harvest, and he wasn’t averse to hard labour.

Mike Aurora, unmarried, single, had much going for him this hot, sultry, blue day. He was no city-slicker off to the great blue yonder, plunging unheeding into unknown wilderness like some 19th-century pioneer. He knew what he was doing. He’d lived on a farm near Prince Albert as a youth, at eighteen moved to Shellbrook, landed himself a job in a local garage. He had few friends. A loner by nature.

The rough, gravel road was flanked on either side by towering Jack pines, brooding brutes spreading their dark green canopy over the murky forest floor. The grid road – a scarcely maintained logging road – dipped sickeningly into breathtaking ravines, irksome pebbles and grapefruit-size rocks posing a perilous juggernaut for tires as Aurora’s slate-gray station wagon sped along at a barely legal fifty-five m.p.h. Oh, so sorry, 80 k.p.h now, innit? thought Mike cynically to himself. No fan of metric. Not Mister Politically Correct. He cranked up the cassette player’s volume. In the back of his overstuffed ’77 Impala, all of Mike’s worldly possessions–which wasn’t much–filled the rear up to its long side windows.

What he really needed out here was a WOMAN, Mike thought to himself.

Unfortunately, the few sexy broads in Shellbrook and surrounding districts thought Mike a bit strange. No–loony. He didn’t drink a lot, that was his problem. Hadn’t attended any parties lately, either. Stayed away from nose candy, wacky weed, etc. Loved gothic horror novels a tad too much. Didn’t socialize a lot. Tacked horror movie posters onto his bedroom walls. Aurora digged morbid, historical things: WW I and II; ancient history; criminology. Heavy metal music. Well, that was okay amongst Mike’s crowd, but those kind of girls were – what’s a pleasant word – whores. (Rings in the nose, lips, eyebrows, he grumbled to himself, ought to be restricted to RED-LIGHT DISTRICTS AND ZOOS!) 

The rutted grid road created havoc with the station wagon’s suspension. A blazing-hot sun seeped through the car’s windshield, turning its upholstery into sticky, hardened red lava against bare skin. The orangey scent of pine lingered in the pure country air. Mike flinched whenever his bare arm touched the seat. He clicked off the stereo volume, pulled out the little black cassette and tossed it into an open glove compartment. He couldn’t wait to reach the farm, to explore the numerous shacks which he hadn’t had keys for when he’d first visited the place almost four weeks ago. That he’d found odd. Of all the ancillary buildings on the farm, only the large, two-storey house had locks which the executor’s keys fit. The rickety outbuildings had defied scrutiny through their dusty, grimy windows. Most were locked, however. Mike would find out soon enough what junk they held. Probably antiquated farm machinery.

Mike had heard that old Joe had been a connoisseur of trashed antiques and various bric-à-brac, or as Joe’s friends would have it – junk.

The Impala purred along almost noiselessly save for the snap of twigs and constant thump of small rocks under its large tires. The narrow, rutted grid road rose sharply, plunging downwards once more into a gully resonating with the urgent sound of a swift-moving culvert stream; pine cones scattered hereabouts dotted the grid thoroughfare a rusty red. Aurora breathed deep, inhaling the sweet, pungent odor of conifer and grasslands growing in rampant profusion along the semi-abandoned roadside. Seldom did traffic frequent this old backwoods country road anymore except for the occasional, leviathan tractor. Here was boreal wilderness tract, untouched, rife with marshland. It was a welcome change from the urban environs of P.A. (Prince Albert) and Shellbrook where Mike had often shuttled back and forth during his high-school Bantam hockey tournaments (he’d been a high-flying scorer). Or from his downtown Shellbrook apartment and garage-job site, for that matter. Mike was glad he’d quit his piss-ant job at Macy’s Texaco gas station. Four years he’d worked at that oily grease-monkey’s hellhole, pumping gas for three years before working his way up as an apprentice mechanic. He learned fast. He’d learnt well. Mike loved motors, engines of all kinds, gas, diesel, two-cycle, four-cycle, V-8, you name it. He just had a knack for greasy things. Like his old man (who’d been dead for fifteen years). After his old man croaked Mike had been sent to an orphanage in North Battleford, then to various foster-homes. 

Twenty yards ahead, an overgrown, sorry excuse for a road branched off from the main route, snaking its way through a high meadow brimming with alfalfa and prairie thistle. It hadn’t been harvested for over two years. Mike turned off sharply to his left, almost missing the obscured turn-off, cranking the station wagon’s power steering hard to angle the car deftly onto a dirt trail. The big, clumsy vehicle scythed its way through the uncut meadow noisily, occasionally rising suddenly over a low knoll then zooming downwards with an exciting lurch which left one feeling giddy. The old road to Joe’s place hadn’t been tended to in years. Knobbly, sprawling elm (Dutch elm disease seemingly having left this acreage alone) stood sentinel along the waving, blue/yellow meadow. Purple bellflowers grew everywhere. The trail itself, though potholed, wasn’t too badly overgrown, but hemmed in tightly by overzealous three-foot-tall thistles. (Aurora wondered what kind of fertilizers the farmers used, for he’d never seen weeds so run amok this time of year!) Dinner-plate-size rocks jolted the car’s big tires mercilessly, grass winding sonorously around the Impala’s axles.

The station wagon rolled effortlessly over the terrain, only minding occasional rocks which it climbed turtlishly over. The stench of exhaust fumes fouled the air, masking the aroma of dog-rose and spruce, alfalfa and buttercup. Big, bright yellow flag iris poked their somehow sinister heads over purple-blue alfalfa fronds, as if watching the long, gray automobile as it passed, turning their eyeless faces slowly toward this leviathan invading their field.

A strong west wind rippled the meadow, giving Mike the unsettling feeling that the local plantlife was somehow sentient.

Jesus, I’ve just arrived, and already I’m going stir crazy!, Aurora thought to himself humourlessly. 

Unripened alfalfa expanses showed ruddily in the distance; wildflowers and the scent of herbs lingered on the midday airstream. A flock of Canada geese flew by overhead in a V formation, squawking their heads off.

The farm lay a quarter of a mile ahead, one of the few areas not bulldozed to make way for new farmland. Mike was no farmer. He hated the bastards. (With a few exceptions.) He’d turn the old farmstead into an acreage. Large stands of aspen intermixed with birch and spruce practically surrounded the bucolic, decaying homestead, whose environs come autumn would turn a glorious shade of yellow. A few tamarack, nearby, would drop their needles come autumn. Blurry, gray shapes of derelict farm buildings showed up hazily in the distance. Concentric rings of rotten, collapsed wooden fencing bound the large clearing, the remnants of a previous generation’s corrals and stockades. The place had once been a pig farm. Uncle Joe had kept a few cattle for his own use. Nothing else except for some chickens and ducks. All this Mike had learned from his uncle’s executor, a local man (a bozo) from nearby Spiritwood who hadn’t had a lot good to say about his dear, long-lost uncle, bane of the district by all accounts. For the last twenty-five years the old man had been a recluse, only occasionally straying away from his own backyard to replenish his supplies at the local general store (no longer in existence). Mike, ironically, had never met the man, or even known of his existence. Indeed, it seemed a miracle that he should inherit the old man’s dough, for it was well known that Joe had no love for his fellow men. Other than that and what a few burn-out acquaintances had told him, Mike knew nothing about him.

The old farmhouse’s steeply sloped, shingled roof rose slightly over the trees, having a rather somber attic loft with louvres for windows. It was a simple, gabled roof, backwoods type of architecture. Mike had loved the old house at first sight; even if it was a terrible mess. A typical, bachelor’s house. Perhaps worse. Mike figured it would take him all summer to clean the filthy, run-down shack. Although structurally sound, it looked as if it hadn’t been swept, washed, or painted in decades. And old Joe had been clearly senile, having draped uncured bearskins up in the attic. Mike had nearly freaked when he came upon one! Thousands of empty cans had been stacked inside the kitchen entrance. Perhaps in hope of a premature recycling movement?

The Chevy Impala coasted quickly down an incline, and he was there. The rustic scenery was like a Little House on the Prairie episode, with perhaps a few more trees. Mike flicked the ignition off, then stretched lazily, sighing with a happy smile.

Contented, Mike opened the driver’s door, stepping out onto the pathway’s gloriously warm sunshine, shutting the car door and leisurely drawing a pack of Craven “A” menthols from his shirt pocket. One of his goals this summer was to quit smoking, something he wouldn’t be able to achieve in a smoke-filled garage. All of his pals smoked.

Out here he could concentrate on just that. First make the place livable.  Fix any leaks. The immediate future excited him. (He was going to be a writer, or so he hoped!) He’d bought a brand-new Smith Corona typewriter a few months back, and now it seemed that opportunity was at hand. He’d begin his novel here, a vampire epic set in upstate New York and a fiend-infested cemetery. Aurora’s grade ten education would suffice. He’d been writing short stories for a good many years, had even had one published in a local, small-press fiction magazine. He had the general outline figured out in his head already. Now all he needed was time and solitude. The old house would provide just that. As for his funds, Mike had withdrawn five hundred bucks from Shellbrook Credit Union, not a lot for a year, perhaps, but then $10,000 really wasn’t a lot of cash nowadays. Aurora often wondered where his uncle had gotten such a wad. Maybe he’d sold some cattle?, Mike thought. It certainly wouldn’t last forever. But living out here could be cheap; Mike fully intended to clear the thorns and shrubs from the garden area, grow himself a vegetable garden beside the house.

Sunlight glinted with a glare off the derelict house’s windowpanes as Mike drew his Bic lighter from his shirt pocket and lit himself a cigarette. He glanced around pleasedly, noting the tumbledown, pioneer-era barn behind the house leaning drunkenly to the left and vulnerable to the next prairie wind which might come along. Green moss festooned the decaying barn’s sagging, saddle roof. Opposite it some distance away stood another, somewhat newer, construct; another barn by the looks of it. It had a quaint, gambrel roof. Mike glanced up at his uncle’s farmhouse, wondering how much repair-work those aged wooden shingles needed. The house had no plumbing. A sturdily-built outdoor toilet sixty paces distant, weathered by years of prairie storms, stood unobtrusively within the shelter of three looming, black poplar.

Mike sauntered down the uncared-for dirt path toward the house then down a flagstone pathway, whipping out his wallet from his back pocket and retrieving the house-keys from its side compartment. The smell of rotted manure wafted across the yard, a not unpleasant scent. Faded, brownish paint on the verandah looked flaked and severely weathered, the western-style, bulbous balustrade lending the humble farmhouse an unexpectedly grand look to its front deck. An addition had been built against the building’s east side, a possibly later introduction. Nonetheless, its sloping roof sagged.

Aurora mounted the steps carefully, cautious of the verandah’s creaking, sagging timbers. He jiggled a skeleton key into the door’s rusty, old-fashioned lock, twisting the metal doorknob open with a “clack.” Hmmph. Some anti-burglary device. “Remind me to replace this with a new lock,” Mike muttered to himself.

The foyer’s musty odor of neglect assailed Mike immediately. Plenty of Lysol and T.S.P (tri-sodium phosphate) would be needed to freshen the air, clean mildew off the walls, floor, ceiling.

He stepped inside the kitchen, glancing about indifferently to the grime and general squalor of the place. Aurora had never seen such a mess. Mike closed the door, and then, to remedy the sudden, disconcerting lack of light, opened it wide – airing the place out. He went over to the white porcelain kitchen sink (now rusted), peering into its empty basin. Last fall’s dead spiders, flies, and red ants crouched permanently in its deep, twin sink. Grime smeared the windowpanes directly above, blocking light. Shreds of cobweb hung from warped window-frames. A lone spider scurried up one of the strands, disappearing into the woodwork. Colorless, gashed (flowered?) linoleum lay on part of the kitchen floor; the rest was white tiles. The faded linoleum had to go. The white tiles could be cleaned, and would be more useful than linoleum. Mike wandered aimlessly about the house, assessing its potential, noting in his mind what needed serious repair: But he was no carpenter; mechanic only by circumstance. The place would need scouring, endless toil. He’d figured out where he would put his Hi-Fi equipment. Upstairs, the three bedrooms were empty, devoid of beds and furniture. Where the hell did old Joe sleep?, Mike wondered. Attic? Mike doubted that. No windowpanes up there. The farmhouse had no electricity (it once had, though, by all accounts), only a monolithic Blaze King oven/stove, a beautiful white porcelain-fronted antique hulking in the living room, a monstrosity used for baking, country-style, and for heating water inside its reservoir. Its tap still turned. Not corroded. Outside the building stood an old-fashioned, hand-pump-operated well – not a pleasant sight.

Everywhere lay empty cans, tin cans in the kitchen, living room, pantry; big ones, small ones, a lifetime’s worth of discarded debris making it hard to even maneuver around.

Mike found most of the furniture up in the back of the attic: bedsheets, blankets, bedsprings, mattresses tattered and rotted, dressers, an armchair – which confirmed his earlier suspicion – old man Aurora was senile beyond the umpteenth degree.

His nephew stood amongst the jumbled furniture up in the attic in befuddlement, looking about wildly, frowning. The old rat had basically lived up here, alone in the dark, eating crackers and bonbons. Mike was amazed anew that the old codger hadn’t frozen to death. Crumbs littered the tatty red carpet, along with various candies and candy-bar wrappers. Mike laughed aloud to himself, saying he’d burn most of this shit.  From what little he’d heard from the bonehead executor, old Joe Aurora had been loopy for several years before the old bastard kicked the bucket. Mike was sure the world was not grieving.

Although he’d never met him, common gossip implied Aurora’s uncle was crazy as a shit-house rat. In other words, detested by virtually everyone hereabouts. Mike had heard he’d been one unpleasant old coot.

He trudged back down the attic steps, finding himself in the spacious kitchen once more. (Spacious but for the hundreds of tin cans, that is.) He slumped contentedly onto a chair beside the big, sturdy, oakwood table, just resting. Now that he was here, he knew not where to start. So many things to do. Should he flip a coin? Sweep, wash floor, clean windows, wash out cupboards, haul down some of the furniture? How about neither.

This was getting him nowhere. Mike stood up, stretched, then marched toward the  open door. He dashed down the verandah’s steps and bounded off toward the various outbuildings, ramshackle sheds, granaries, and derelict barns out back. A dozen round, rotting hay bales sat inside the big red barn, their pungent alfalfa fumes scenting the barnyard’s pure, country air. Uncle Joe had sold off all of his Jerseys a few months before his untimely death – to cover unpaid arrears, apparently (as if foretelling his demise?), conveniently solving that little dilemma. (He must’ve axed his chickens and ducks as well, Aurora thought to himself.) The last thing on earth Mike needed was a dozen or so cows lowing out in the pasture. He seriously considered getting a couple of goats however, maybe some chickens. Beyond the dark, sorry-looking corrals, a hay meadow lay peacefully soaking up sunshine, where little blue butterflies fluttered amongst the flowers.

A few derelict and totally wrecked old vehicles sat about, probably abandoned for decades, but no sign of a pickup truck, or car, in any way, shape, or form one could consider driveable. Probably sold, or stolen by some opportunistic person or persons unknown.

Big heaps of decade-old manure near the derelict, saddle-roof barn would provide a veritable gold mine for one’s garden. Impressive stands of dead timber nearby, with a little hard work, would supply a cold winter’s firewood. Plenty of good, seasoned poplar. He’d have to buy himself a chainsaw. He could probably drag the deadfalls from the bushes, avoid having to get a truck. And, a real bright idea this, he’d purchased (through a Canadian mail-order company) recently a state-of-the-art wind charger, a 20lb. mini for small cottages and R.V.s. Mike planned to buy an AC inverter and avoid the cost of purchasing expensive 12-volt appliances. Maybe in the future add a solar panel or two, as well. The past year and a half he’d been trying to learn how to play acoustic and electric guitar, something Mike planned to continue out here, though it was proving a tough grind. He knew he’d certainly never be no Eddy Van Halen. His best friend, Nick Tremaine, had been dabbling with drums for a few years but with no luck (and not much talent). Anyhow, living out here on the farm would be a lonely proposition, so Mike Aurora fully intended to find himself a worthwhile hobby. Several worthwhile hobbies. Aurora suspected however that maintenance and repairs would be a full-time occupation. He was absolutely determined somehow to install an electric well-pump and some plumbing. He’d need to redo the wiring. Apparently, there’d been hydro here, once, but for reasons unknown old Joe had allowed his payments to lapse; eventually, Sask Power had disconnected his service and had recently removed the transformer from its power pole. Upon inquiring the cost of reconnection, Mike had been quoted a figure of anywhere from six to ten thousand. For twelve hundred bucks (including G.S.T) he’d acquired a wind turbine and two 12-volt, deep-cycle Davidson marine batteries. And he wouldn’t have to feel guilty about the environment.

He had a gasoline generator (though grossly undersized), as well, in the back of his station wagon. Because there was NO WAY Mike was staying out here, alone, without some form of electricity, during the bleakest of winters.

He meandered back to the faded, flaking farmhouse, in no hurry to begin spring clean-up. Nonetheless he fetched a broom, dustpan, and detergents from the back of his station wagon. Studied the potential of kitchen and living room; he’d soon have the squalid, old house cleaned-up and tidy. Given a year or two. Mike guessed the building’s age to be in the sixty-seventy year range. Possibly one of the older homesteads at the time of the province’s inception in 1905. He wouldn’t bet on that, though. Warped cedar siding, obviously ancient, masked the front of the house; the rest consisted of fieldstone, plywood, and red brick, even a patch of ancient log cabin incorporated into it. An old log cabin originally, later enlarged and rebuilt. The place was severely weathered, splotched with moss. A cock-eyed, iron weathervane/rooster stood on one leg atop the farmhouse’s high peak. Low, three-tiered windows harkened back to pioneer days. 

Through careful scrutiny Mike discerned the original, mud-patched, log-built cabin buried amongst later refurbishments at the rear of the big, A-frame, two-story dwelling. Tattered, yellowed newspapers still clung to the partially ripped-away siding; another of uncle Joe’s idiosyncrasies? Somebody’d been vandalizing the place, ripping away much of the planks at the rear of the old farmhouse. Its flaking three-layer paint had faded to a sickly, bleached, denim blue. The missing planks would have to be replaced, along with some exposed insulation. House repainted, if its decaying wood wished to see another fifty years. Remnants of obsolete electrical fixtures dangled lifelessly from planks or posts; scattered about the backyard lay hundreds of antique glass power-line insulators: these were collectibles, worth money. Glass shards littered the rotten, mossy back steps and yard for a fifty-foot radius. Pine cones snapped underfoot as Aurora wandered along the woods’ perimeter, occasionally kicking at a rusty tin can. Speaking of cans, Mike had yet to consider what to do with the humongous piles inside the house. Maybe bury them.

Back inside the farmhouse, Mike busied himself sweeping decades of dust, dirt, and grime into a dustpan and flinging it out the door. (He’d rummage around in the back of his Impala for a garbage can later.) It took him half an hour to sweep the filthy kitchen. He tossed hundreds of rusty, empty cans, jugs, and plastic bottles into a large cardboard box, hauling it out to uncle Joe’s garbage pit out back where he chucked the lot. He scoured the worn tiles with Spic-‘n’-Span, then the dirty yellow arborite countertop till his knuckles hurt. When he’d finished he no longer recognized the kitchen.

The old house’s most redeeming feature, thought Mike, was the foyer’s spiked plaster ceiling, and adjoining living room’s elaborate, scallop-molded stucco overhead. Fortunately neither had yet begun to flake, obviously a late introduction to the building. But by whom? Mike gazed, head tilted back, at the marvelous plaster designs, an incongruous, civilized addition to such rustic surroundings.

By six o’clock, Mike had hauled his sleeping bag, food hamper, clothes and various odds ’n ends into the house, plonking them down on the living room floor.  He brought an armload of dry poplar firewood into the foyer, stacking it in a corner, then lit the mammoth black/white woodstove in the living room. The fire flared up immediately, soon giving the musty farmhouse a warm, cozy feel. Inside the kitchen, windows, table, countertop, walls, floor, cupboards had all been scrubbed clean and disinfected. Mike fried bacon and eggs for supper on the heater’s jet black, cast-iron stovetop. He’d washed the old man’s faded Tupperware and china, proud of his new, white sink as he dried the dishes, still wondering whether or not to chuck them and use his own. The old man’s gas range, a tiny, yucky green antique, wasn’t working (or out of propane?, or both).

Mike sat pleased at the big, polished table, savoring greasy bacon and soft-cooked eggs, washed down with a generous draught of orange juice. Twilight settled lethargically over the rustic Saskatchewan countryside, casting a mauve pall over the prairie wilderness. A small clock above the gas range (which he’d wound earlier) ticked away lullingly as Aurora, mouth full of food, pondered tomorrow’s agenda. The cluttered living room would be next. Mike thought about cleaning up the old grandfather clock by the banisters and seeing if it still worked. Since his nut of an uncle had dragged most of the house’s meagre furnishings up to the attic, Mike would have to haul it all down again. Down the attic’s steep, narrow stairs. He’d been surprised there hadn’t been a decent bed anywhere. What a drag. He’d noticed an armchair and loveseat up there which would be a chore and a half dragging down. Empty jars, tin cans, wrappers, assorted junk would need to be cleared out of the living room first. But he looked forward to it.

He lit himself his second cigarette of the day, leisurely relaxing after a scrumptious supper (to him, at least), the grease somehow seeming to make a smoke more enjoyable. Aurora sat back, listening to crickets and bullfrogs clicking and ribbiting outside in the dusk, competing for territory somewhere in the mosquito-riddled sloughs and mud holes of north-central Saskatchewan. Barnes’ Lake beyond the aspen and spruce wilderness provided much of the cacophony.  

A faint, curious, tinkling noise trickled teasingly down from upstairs: a sound of chimes or possibly bells, a high-pitched resonance alien to the hubbub of nature.

Mike, his mouth stuffed with one last slab of bacon, frowned in bewilderment. He listened hard; the faintest of chime-like, fairyish tinkles drifted about from the upper story. Wind chimes? He tried to recall whether he’d seen any upstairs or outside the house.

Slowly, he rose from the table, the kitchen darkening as a crimson sun settled below the tree-fringed western azimuth. Mike stood up, instinctively heading for the decrepit stairs to his left.

On the landing, darkness swallowed the banisters as Mike dashed up the steps, two at a time, halting disorientedly as the queer, musical chiming faded away then renewed itself. He glanced quickly into the desolate trio of bedrooms, darkening by the minute, before being tugged almost magnetically toward the haphazardly narrow attic stairs. The chiming began anew, leading him upwards like a Pied Piper leading rats.

He reached out, pushing open the squeaking attic door at the top step, peering inside into the graying, dusk gloom. Jumbled furniture leaned tipsily against one another, having been crammed haphazardly years ago up in the two, long, intersecting attic bays. 

The tinkling stopped. The faintest echo of xylophone-like noises still lingered in the close, musty, attic air. A hint of mouse droppings with decayed insulation clung to the air. Mike stepped shakily into the low attic, crouching, cautious with his steps on the old floorboards as he crept forward into the attic bay, cursing himself for not scrounging a flashlight from his overstuffed duffel bag. The attic was growing dark now, its tin louvres allowing only the slightest glimmer of blood red light from a westward-dying sunset. Slipping around an overturned armchair, Mike glanced up suddenly at a silvery glint of metal high up in a corner of the attic bay.

Wind chimes.

Heart in his mouth, Mike slowly expelled his breath, heart beating wildly.

The gaudy metal chimes dangled motionlessly as Aurora peered up at them, gently touching one of the multicolored crescents with the tip of his finger. Crescents, triangles, squares, circles. A resonating iron alloy which tinkled ever so softly with the slightest breeze. Mike chuckled to himself, his tattooing heart slowing down to a normal pace.

He stepped into the tiny, uncluttered niche near the doorway, gazing about at the ramshackle attic space crowded with boxes, scattered papers, moldy open suitcases. Cat hair clung to the faded, worn furniture. But where was the cat?

“Almost thought you’d come back, you senile old bastard,” Mike said aloud, laughing cynically to himself. “No room for ya, old man. This is my house now, not yours. Finders’ keepers, losers’ weepers.”

He laughed aloud again, spinning out of the despondent attic.

No wind stirred up in that dark, cramped attic space, nor, especially, near the rousing chimes.

Yet the air wavered.

TWO.

Flickering flames cast a red glow from the woodstove’s firebox as Mike lifted one of the stovetop-rings and slid a slender stick of wood inside, leaving the cast-iron lid off momentarily as he spread his sleeping bag and numerous blankets on the hardwood floor. The room was dark, though his big, six-volt flashlight shone brightly from the kitchen table a few paces away. Springtime nights were still cold, too cool to sleep upstairs, for sure, without central heating – and, certainly, without a bed. A steady chorus of frogs’ chatter out in the swampy wilderness filled the unnerving night silence. The house was quiet. Mike unpacked his duffel bag, sorting his toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, etc. and piling them atop an ancient dresser. He slid a stack of old Penthouse back-issues into an empty drawer, moving about the room with an attentive crouch, moving this, repositioning that, ever fussy. He stood his brand-new, midnight black Yamaha guitar (still inside its burgundy leather case) in a corner. Earlier he’d unpacked his small, aluminum, unused 300-watt wind charger from its cardboard box; he intended to set it up soon, maybe tomorrow or the next day, on a tall spruce or pine pole next to the house. However, being no electrician, he was certain the high-tech gadget’s instruction manual would be confusing in the extreme. He had all the wiring necessary to do the job. Mike planned on driving the seventy-odd miles to North Battleford, the nearest city, the day after tomorrow, check out Canadian Tire or Macleod’s for either an inexpensive AC 110-volt inverter or a gas generator if need be. He didn’t relish spending a thousand bucks on one.

Mike had one already, but it was grossly undersized; bought at a garage sale, he’d never been able to start it. Wasn’t sure it would ever run.

His sleeping area ready, Mike replaced the iron plate back on the hulking, black/white heater, not yet ready to retire. He crouched on the floor, leaning across the bedspreads for his pack of Craven A’s. In one month’s time, Mike promised himself, he’d quit smoking. His funds were disappearing rapidly due to his expensive habit: at a rate of $100 big ones a month. And he wasn’t a heavy smoker. He sat on his sleeping bag, leaning back as he exhaled blue-gray smoke from his mouth, anticipating tomorrow but half dreading it.

That damned chiming again. Mike perked his ears, listening distractedly to the haunting, melancholy, melodious tinkle of glass-like metal. The slightest breeze blew from the west.

The wind picked up tempo, in ten minutes, blowing hard, lifting the corrugated tin from the barn’s roof some distance behind the house. Mike could hear wooden shingles clacking together up on the peaked rooftop of the old house. Finishing his smoke, he butted out in a jar lid, then stripped down to his underwear. Vicious “whooshes” of wind batted at the windows, searching for entry like malevolent phantoms. He slid beneath the covers, curling up beneath as the springtime storm unleashed its fury. A tigerish roar of thunder from the east split the night silence during a temporary lull, rolling all the way to Regina. Patters of rain hit the blackened cedar shingles, soon building up to a steady pat-pat-patter on the attic roof. Another thunder-blast split the night asunder, shaking the ancient farmhouse to its foundations. Mike smiled, thinking up a bizarre scenario for his horror novel’s prelude. He loved a good, wicked thunderstorm. It was all part of his dark, primitive, gothic nature. He lay there thinking, head above the blankets, daydreaming (night dreaming?).

And he slept.

********************************           
[image: ]


Thirteen black-robed men chanted above the open grave as Mike stared up at them, his mind screaming, body paralyzed. He tried to move his frozen limbs, his muscles unresponsive. Tall, black, Dominican-style pointed hoods hid their faces from view. They resembled a more sinister version of the Ku Klux Klan. As Mike stared, unblinking, one of the monks began to scoop up wet dirt in his hands, throwing it into Aurora’s bogland grave.  

Suddenly he stood beside them, incorporeal, watching helplessly as the body that was him was slowly covered with sopping-wet bog soil, obliterating first his head, then his shoulders. The other twelve attendants continued to chant. It sounded like Latin. He drifted fog-like betwixt them, attempting to tweak their long, black, linen robes yet unable. His misty fingers passed through the fabric, through flesh and bone, unheeded. He screamed soundlessly at their absurd, pointed hoods.

Birch and aspen saplings hemmed in the clearing, chillingly familiar as Aurora floated about with nerveless feet not quite touching the ground. The merest breeze jerked him here and there, separating his foggish form momentarily. The trees’ leaves were crisp and yellow, suggesting autumn. If Mike had been able to feel anything, he might’ve smelt the tang of fir boughs jutting out from mixed deciduous trees.

Withdrawing a brilliant, gold box encrusted with precious gems from his robe, one of the men said a short charm, a limerick of some kind, beckoning Mike slyly toward the small, red-velvet-lined, open vessel. Deep brown eyes twinkled cunningly behind the pointed hood’s round eyeholes; small, sunken, pig-eyes.

Against his will, Mike’s misty body began to gather in on itself, coalescing into a tight, compact, blue-gray mist. His legs began to stretch like moist chewing gum, seeping toward the strangely alluring gold bogey-box in the stranger’s gnarled, wrinkled hands. Old, bony, claw-like hands: withered, as if mummified. At once, the mock mourners removed their gruesome hoods as one, revealing horrifically grotesque swine’s faces. Sharp bristles stuck out from their long snouts and leathery, deeply-wrinkled faces, tusks curving up from protruding chins. Malevolent eyes glinted with hatred as the Klan members pushed and prodded the Mike essence into the tiny chest, forcing its precious metal lid down onto the valiantly struggling, shrinking, little puff of cigar smoke named Mike Aurora. His gaseous essence pressed hard against the surprisingly firm, gilded lid closing down upon him, exerting an amazing pressure against the wobbling, glowing box. A magic box, realized Mike too late to his mounting horror! And he knew now what they meant to do with that box.

At last, with a terrible click sounding like a gloomy, doom-spelling cathedral bell to his ears, the cask’s charmed hasp clamped down against the miniature treasure chest followed by an iron combination lock to help hold in Mr. Mike. The thirteen quasi-human swine laughed with a distant, chortling, snuffling disgusting noise offending his sanity. He pounded ineffectually at the box’s lid, causing the tiny coffer to jump and jerk in the Custodian’s skeletal hands. Snorting, the Satanic assembly carried Mike, wobbling wildly now in their hands, toward the ancient farm beyond the trembling, reverberating, laughingly-knocking aspen, paper birch, Jack pine, tamarack, and black spruce.

The Dark Assembly reached a pyramid-topped well cover in front of the old farmhouse after what seemed an eternity of jostling, shaking, and gleefully deliberate bouncing of the enchanted capsule. They chanted before the stone well’s curb, saying a prayer to the Dark One residing below.

Then dropped the immensely, unnaturally heavy vessel of Mike essence down the well, grunting and snorting with piggish satisfaction as the gold-laminated magic cask plunged down the yawning, circular shaft.

Mike felt himself plummeting at rocket speed, terrified, sensing rather than seeing the ribbed, iron-banded well shaft slamming against and denting the gold box as it hurtled through space. He felt claustrophobic, surrounded by cold, cold iron. And as he zoomed downwards at impossible speed, he felt the vessel’s bottom melting away as if it were a comet entering earth’s atmosphere. He was burning up! Burning up in a space-black void. The Mike essence dropped through the bottom screaming, his scalp tingling, suddenly aware of every sensation as he whizzed downwards at lightning speed; a 1/100,000 scale spiritual shaft of bluish light hurtling through a lightless cylinder toward the earth’s center. Had he been mortal he would’ve died of fright, his heart exploding, brain hemorrhaging.  

An enormous, orange-red, glowing, molten sphere of sulphurous liquid below awaited the plunging Mike essence, a gigantic, tideless sea alight with a phosphorescent red glow as Mike screamed aloud in eternal darkness.

It was a lake of fire.  

****************************           
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Mike awoke screaming!

Darkness shrouded him in the midnight silence, the only sound the intermittent drip of raindrops from the house’s dangling, worn eaves. The thunderstorm had passed. A phosphorus blue-yellow glow from a corner of the living room caught Mike’s wide-open eye, just glimpsing it from the edge of his vision as it blinked out. A strange shaft of eerie, transparent light. Mike imagined it had a vaguely human form.

“Jesus Christ,” he whispered, rubbing his sore, tired eyes as he blinked at the thick, cloying darkness. For a terrifying moment he’d wondered where he was. He lay back in his blankets once more, breathing heavy, sweating profusely, heart beating like a bass drum. Only a dream. How reassuring. Mike smiled, chuckling, wiping sweat-droplets from his slick forehead. The house’s mildewy odor jogged his memory.  Ah yes, the farm. The sour smell of dried crackers and moldy nectarine pits tossed in a corner permeated the house. Mike had plenty to do to clean up the filthy, old farmhouse. Plenty of junk to throw out, burn, or refurbish. The place would require airing out and a liberal dose of disinfectant all over. The house stank. Old man Aurora must’ve been literally loony in his last years, letting the place go to pot like that. Apparently the old bastard had died on his tractor, the small, dull-red, Massey Ferguson still hunkered down tread-deep in the soft garden mud. Nobody’d bothered to replace it inside the rusty little shed behind the barn. It and the house (not including the old barn) had been the only other buildings on the property left unlocked. The executor of Joe’s will had searched the house high and low for extra sets of keys (no doubt also looking for the old crony’s supposed thousands hidden in the house somewhere).  Didn’t every recluse have a stash?

Mike rolled over, smiling cynically to himself. Yeah, right! Would that he could find another wad of the old man’s stash. Probably an ex-whiskey runner, the old crow.  Mike knew very little of old Joe’s past, except that he’d been in trouble with the Mounties back in the Dirty 30’s for some unspecified misdemeanor. An orphan at eight, Mike had lived with his foster-parents in the tiny hamlet of Belbutte, near Spiritwood, for six years until, pop!, one by one, they both died – she of heart disease at 65, he of a stroke at 60. Mike had never had much affection for the two old goats. Money-hungry sycophants of the foster-care bureau, he’d always suspected. They hadn’t much affection for him either with his long hair, wild music, and rowdy school days as a self-proclaimed tough. Mike hated school, but had pushed on anyway, finishing grade ten. The half dozen friends and acquaintances had made classes a little more bearable. Aurora fondly remembered smuggling whiskey to school in little glass jars, stolen from his foster parents’ stash; his buddies Nick, Steve, Tom, and Mick the Mouth helping him down his contraband at noon hour at the school’s empty bleachers in Spiritwood. All the same, he wasn’t a particularly popular guy at Spiritwood, Medstead, or P.A. elementary schools. He had been shuffled off to another pair of yahoos who owned a farm near Prince Albert when he was fifteen. They’d tried to make a good little farmer out of him. Didn’t work. Aurora went through the motions but his mind was elsewhere. Carpathian castles. Haunted, Olde English manor houses, crawling with bogeys, bats, and barn owls. Gothic, fog-bound cemeteries. Medieval dungeons. Dungeons and sorcerers. Dungeons and Dragons (the board game). Maidens and sword-masters. Conan, the Barbarian. Anywhere but the present. Not the typical, Teenage-Mutant Ninja Turtle perhaps (nor, for that matter, the average goon). Just plain weird; an inveterate occult dabbler.

His friends were as far out on left field as he was. Tinseltown Terror. Hallowe’en nightmares, come to knock on yo’ door, sucka’, so doon’ mess wi’ us, funky white boy.

Mike’s inner ramblings turned weirder and weirder as he drifted off to sleep. An uneasy slumber. Misty, sinister figures danced behind his eyelids, through gothick railings, baroque buildings, terror-inspired alpine vistas of some vampire-infested East European country like Hungary, Serbia, Slovenia, Romania. Count Dracula’s castle on its crag high above the Argeş river in Transylvania rose in his mind like a black, arms-outstretched phantom, a ruined, brick/stone fortress on limestone cliffs, site of horrible mass-murder of thousands. How’d that be for a psychic medium channeling thoughts and emotions on a moon-filled All Hallow’s Eve? 

Mike slipped off into sleep, his mind emptying like a ship’s bilge pumps.

***************************         
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He wandered about the North Battleford mall almost mindlessly, stopping here and there to browse, compare prices, marvel at the latest technological gadgets. He weaved among the department stores, unfamiliar with the large North Battleford shopping mall on Railway Avenue, just outside of town. Oddly enough, Mike hadn’t been as far north as this, or not that he recalled, one of the province’s oldest, smallest, and seediest metropolises. He browsed avidly among the cassette department at Woolco, checking out its impressive CD, tape, and record selection for his favourite rock bands’ latest albums, then moved on. He planned to stop at Sam the Record Man on the way out of town. Aurora meandered about the household department looking over kettles, AC appliances, cooking utensils, ornaments, bedding, etc. He bought a couple of pairs of cheap Levis on sale at half-price for $9.99, regular $18.99. Mike was a wily shopper, a habit quickly learned while on a shoestring budget. Next he explored the Met department store at the other end of the mall, buying a bargain-price set of bath towels, a spade, candles, one case of 10W30 engine oil and a pair of Bushnell binoculars for outdoor jaunts. Next to the Met, at Safeway, he purchased eggs, spareribs, chicken, three bags of sale-price flour, two ten kilo. bags of likewise white sugar, baking necessities, sealers, typing paper.

On the way out of town, Mike stopped at KFC for a bucket of fried chicken, vowing he wouldn’t do so again for at least another six months. One only lived once, so, okay, occasionally he splurged. What of it? His Kentucky Fried would last Mike, a single bachelor, at least four days. If he didn’t pig out.

He’d bought the two deep-cycle marine batteries, groceries, HM cassettes, “AA” batteries, second-hand clothing, jeans, 125-watt AC/DC inverter to complement his not-yet-installed wind charger, engine oil, fuses, water dispenser, stationery, wiring, Panasonic personal cassette player and binoculars he’d had marked on his list.  

However, he realized half way home that he’d forgot to mark down kerosene. Idiot. It was now 9:15 p.m., getting dark as Mike left the suburban traffic behind along with N. Battleford’s infuriating traffic lights and uncontrolled intersections. The blacktop seemed in fair condition as Aurora’s barely rusted four-door Impala sped along at a sedate fifty-five miles per hour toward Cochin, and, beyond, the small, lumber town of Glaslyn. From North Battleford to Medstead (a dying village) the drive would take approximately one hour. Another thirty minutes on lousy gravel roads to the non-village (ha, ha) of Ranger. (With such a catchy name Mike somehow expected a U.S. marshal-style R.C.M.P. detachment nearby, bear cops, Smokies sporting Southern-style, gallon cowboy hats and six-shooters.)

He passed slowly through the sleepy village of Deadstead (oh, sorry, Medstead), a vaguely familiar assemblage of non-descript, pastel-colored houses, a hockey rink, Credit Union, elementary school and swamps beyond. (He’d attended school here for one semester when he was eleven years old; His only recollections were of beating up some kids he didn’t like.) Aurora disliked yet longed for the small village: population 148. Why would anyone yearn for this place, he wondered? He left it behind, feeling better because feeling watched.

Nuts.

Mike felt totally lagged-out when he finally reached the farm at 10:15 p.m. The sky was dark, overcast, pitch black. No house lights, yard lights to greet him to his new, uninviting homestead. Only an abandoned, overgrown group of shacks arrived at after a bone-jarring, rutted, turtle’s crawl over a series of knolls and disused roadway leading into rustic wilderness. A landscape of aspen, pastures, and tall grasses reclaiming the sordid farmyard. Nothing but an old, picturesque, junk-strewn farmstead. Mike loved it, had loved it at first sight. Loved its balsam poplar, spruce, fir, tamarack, and trembling aspen which come autumn would turn a lovely pastel yellow.  Nearby were stony meadows full of Indian paintbrush, ox-eye daisies, wild strawberries, ladies’ slipper. Had he been a poet he would’ve written a bard’s eulogy.

The route crossed an abandoned railroad track, the rails and ties removed years ago.

Mike carried his groceries by flashlight into the electricity-less house, rushing back in the light of his car’s rectangular, quartz-halogen beams to collect the remainder from the station wagon’s rear.

In the mood for a more balanced meal, Aurora stuck his barely touched bucket of KFC in his hamper under the cupboard – the coolest place in the house (have to remember to put that meat and shit in the root cellar tomorrow, he reminded himself).

He heated himself a late meal (using the pathetic, wood-fired monstrosity called a woodstove) of baked potato, sour cream, raw carrots, sweet ’n sour spareribs, Southern fried chicken, Green Giant whole-kernel corn. A rich feast (for him). Mike wished at times like this that he had a wife or girlfriend to cook his meals, but, fortunately, he was an accomplished chef. He could fend for himself. Mike thought most young women his age were sluts, out to milk rich guys for all they could (and never surprised to see the prettiest girls sitting in the passenger seat of their boyfriend’s sportiest, sixty grand, hot-rod envy of town). And most men degenerate, amoral monsters unworthy of the light of day. Mike Aurora, Antisocialist. His theme song, “Antisocial”, by Anthrax.

By lamplight he wolfed down his meal, assorted red candles arranged about the foyer, kitchen, and living room adding an archaic ambience to the place. Mike, fool, had forgot to write down one of the most important items on his list. Another coal-oil lantern, perhaps two. Blockhead. He’d kick his ass if he were able. A mellow, golden glow radiated throughout the ground floor rooms.

He grabbed another piece of greasy KFC chicken, still warm, from his hamper, making a thorough pig of himself.

Tomorrow, maybe, he would tackle the wind generator project again. He’d experienced a snag when the twenty-foot pine pole he’d prepared yesterday had proven too slender and, therefore, unstable, for the apparatus. He would need a stouter, stronger tree trunk to ensure ability to withstand strong gusts of prairie wind. (He’d begun to wonder if he shouldn’t fork out the money to buy steel pipes for a tower instead.) Aurora was an amateur at this, after all, not knowing what he was dealing with, what sort of facts and figures were needed for successful operation of a wind- charger out here in often windless rural Saskatchewan. The machine’s warranty promised a working start-up windspeed of eight m.p.h for the small generator and rotor-blades, but Mike had reservations about this. Just how heavy a wind was eight m.p.h?

He sat at the table reading an Archie comic till eleven, still enjoying the old farces and their far-out adventures. He especially enjoyed the excellent artists’ renderings of sexy, bikini-clad beach bunnies. Veronica (Ronnie), Midge, Betty. Not Ethel. Jughead was a real clown. What a food-bill that crowned Pinocchio’s pop must have!

Mike poured himself a shot of lemon gin in a crystal glass, occasionally enjoying getting, if not stinking drunk, then feeling mighty good. He hadn’t partied much since his high-school days in P.A. (Prince Albert). His friends were all working in Regina: one a bar bouncer (seriously), the other a Canadian Tire mechanic, the other a bum.

Suddenly his cobalt-blue gas lantern dimmed, a bluish glow illuminating the old kitchen, a fifties’ style room which showed its age. Mike glanced up from his tattered comic book, his eyes straying about the Lysol-smelling kitchen with its dark, inky shadows in plain, drywalled corners. Much of the building needed painting or wallpaper. Aurora’s scalp tingled uncomfortably, hairs on the back of his neck raising like hackles.

He sensed eyes at the back of his head.

Mike glanced cautiously over his shoulder, expecting to see the bogeyman crouching in a corner. Or a bogle, a brownie, or several other types of occult phenomenon which regularly appeared in the books and horror movies he’d read or watched.

But not even a puff of smoke showed in the murky kitchen shadows. Only a dull green Coleman propane oven, a small, paint-flecked apparatus with four rusty burners sitting in a corner beside a chipped porcelain sink and faded, veneer-paneled wall above. Mike peered into the candlelit living room, a mellow, yellowish glow cast from candles set atop an old dresser. His bedspreads sprawled awkwardly on the timber floor looking vaguely...different. And as Mike watched, heart beating loudly, he could’ve sworn he’d seen movement beneath the covers.

Slowly Mike rose from his high-backed wooden chair, deftly picking up a butcher knife from the countertop as he slid silently, carefully, toward the quiet living-room visible through the open doorway.

He yanked back the bedding, knife raised in anticipation.

Nothing. His bedding was as it had always been, yellow sheet, blue cotton bedspread, gray-beige cotton blanket, two more blankets plus a shiny, sable sleeping bag spread over a large, thick, foam mattress. (From up in the attic.) Mike peeked about the corners of the room, feeling somewhat foolish.

Must be tired, he told himself. Eyes playing tricks.

He turned back to the kitchen; frowning, then cursing.

The coal-oil lamp had been snuffed out.

Aurora snatched a flashlight from the dresser, tiptoeing cautiously, butcher-knife in hand, toward the darkened kitchen and foyer. One of the candles, too, had been blown out, he noticed. A draft somewhere, maybe? Mike stumbled against the big, decrepit, trestle-size table, barking his shin on a bulbous leg. No one was about. The wicks must’ve burnt short (both of them?). He studied the colored glass lantern, then lit its perfect wick. It flared up healthily, no gripes nor other creepy idiosyncrasies.

“Fuck off, old man,” Mike said aloud to the four, unresponsive walls. “Yo’ place in hell, remember? Nobody wants you here, you old fart.”

There, that exorcised the spirit of the moment, thought Mike to himself. He chuckled quietly, sweeping back his dark hair from his sweating forehead; a rich mane of long, straight hair. He doubted the old man was listening. Rest in peace, amen.

Old fart.

Mike washed the last of his dishes in tepid water, stacking the wet plates, pots, and pans in the porcelain sink. He was glad it wasn’t a single basin. That would be a drag.  He smoked another cigarette while perusing the latest issue of Cheri, Mike’s favourite sex mag. Then he jotted down tomorrow’s agenda: sweep rooms, wash floors, work on wind-charger’s pole again. Explore the farm’s locked sheds and numerous other interesting old buildings. Maybe even begin his horror novel.

One o’clock, Mike slid underneath the covers, snuggling beneath the mountain of blankets while dreaming of a nightie-clad fuck bunny of his choice. A buxom, dark-haired, bodacious siren straight
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