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      “I say that’s a yes,” said Dad, his cigarette hanging from one corner of his cracked lips.

      The pines said nothing. They were very quiet. Not a crack, not a moan. And Ben couldn’t get himself to say anything. So it was what Dad said: yes.

      With a jerk of his head Dad started down the path. Ever so often Ben, a little behind, would step on, say, a pinecone or a stick, crack, and Dad would whip his head around and say, “Come up here with me.”

      And Ben would hurry to Dad’s side.

      But would always fall behind again, looking high up into the trees, wondering where the birds were, where the squirrels were. He didn’t see them, and he sure didn’t hear them. Everything was silent except for the sound of their footsteps.

      “Come up here with me.”

      Hurrying to Dad’s side, biting his nails, Ben said, “Where the birds at, Dad? And the squirrels?”

      “Oh,” said Dad, gesturing with one hand at the trees. “Away. Gone.” He laughed quietly. “You know, they come and go. They’re down at the campgrounds right about now. That’s what I’m guessing. What do you think?”

      Ben thought they were all dead, buried somewhere, anywhere, perhaps in a little graveyard for little birds and little squirrels. But he said, “At the campgrounds probably. Or the meadow.”

      There was absolutely no breeze at all. The usually blue sky was not blue but grey and black, clouds and clouds and clouds. It looked like a storm was coming.

      Dad must have seen Ben looking nervous, for he took his hat off and clapped it down on Ben’s head. “The adventure hat,” he said. It was a safari hat, one that Steve Irwin or Indiana Jones (or Dad) would wear. “How’s that?” said Dad, as Ben adjusted it on his head. It smelled of Dad, of Dad’s adventure-sweat. Dad was a brave guy. He knew there were ghosts in these woods, and magic, and zombies, and graveyards, and bigfoots, and skeletons that walked around in the night, their bones clattering. And he knew most of all there were witches.

      “Dad,” swallowed Ben. “She won’t hurt us, right?”

      And nonetheless Dad went out here all the time, exploring exploring exploring. Despite all of the creatures.

      Dad shrugged. Then he looked down at Ben, only nine years old, and said, “Nope. Not with me by your side.” And he smiled hugely, which made Ben’s mouth tremble.

      They had passed the woodcutter by now and the treehouse, and they were coming up to the Witch House soon.

      Yes, very soon. Ben stopped. Here were the dead trees, white as bone, sticking out of the ground, all bent over in a way only dead things could manage. Ben wondered how long ago they had died. All had died as kids, he knew that, for he knew his lodgepoles well, trees that grew taller than you could imagine, and these were very short, very skinny. Very young.

      “Come on, bud, we’ll be fine,” said Dad from ahead, his voice echoing through the woods.

      Ben shook his head. His throat ached and he thought, Don’t cry don’t cry don’t cry! He didn’t believe Dad, didn’t believe that they’d be fine. They’d be dead soon, just like all those poor baby trees--and squirrels--and birds.

      The aching in his throat was too much now, and he burst out crying.

      Dad was by his side in less than a moment. His hand came down on Ben’s shoulder, then his mouth came down and pecked Ben on the head. The cigarette must have been in Dad’s hand now, because Ben felt smoke in his eyes, and this only made them water even more.

      He pushed away from Dad.

      Dad said, “Son!”

      Ben said nothing, and he ran, ran toward home, kicking up dust on that dirt path, dust in his nose, making it itch, dust in his eyes, making them water even more. He knew Dad was a liar, he didn’t know what he was talking about, not when it came to the Witch. Dead. He was taking his son to his death.

      Ben reached the greenhouse, his lungs heaving and hurting now, and he went down the driveway until he came to the house. He burst through the front door--

      Did not.

      It was locked.

      He hit the window of the door, was afraid it might crack, but he didn’t care, Dad was right behind him, he could hear his footsteps, and his calls, “Ben! Son! Ben!” and he was coming, coming to take him to the Witch House. Ben hit the window. “Mom! Mom!” Bang! Bang! The glass rattled with each hit.

      But Mom did not appear in the kitchen. Mom did not run through the mudroom, a horrified look on her face, “Ben, are you okay?” Mom never came to the door, saved him.

      Because she was not here, not anymore.

      Ben’s heart kicked, and he whipped around, and there was--was--

      The Witch.

      “Ben! Benny! Son!”

      The Witch barreled down the driveway, the storm brewing overhead, almost here, here it came, thunder rumbling in the distance. The storm--and the Witch.

      Ben lifted his foot to run--but the Witch had him by the shoulder, and Ben gave up, staring at the ground. He could feel the Witch looking down at him, but he dared not look up. The Witch said, “We didn’t have to go if you didn’t want to. I didn’t know you were so scar--”

      “Where’d my mom go?” Ben interrupted.

      There was silence. The Witch holding its breath.

      Where’d she go? he wanted to ask again. The Witch House? Where’s she been for the last week? You took her, didn’t you? You took her! But he said nothing.

      The Witch bent over and began to hug him, but Ben squirmed away. He backed up until his back hit the door.

      The Witch was not smoking a cigarette anymore. It was looking at Ben with a pouty look on its face. It stared into Ben’s eyes. It looked and looked and looked, and Ben felt hopeless: Where could he go? Where could he run to?

      The Witch must have read his thoughts, for one eye quivered, and a tear ran down the Witch’s cheek.

      The Witch would not stop staring.

      Ben, taking his eyes to the ground, said, “Can you take me to Grandma’s? She’s probably all lonely.”

      “No,” said the Witch with a shake of the head. “Not enough gas in the truck.”

      “I don’t like it up here anymore,” said Ben. “Not without Mom.”

      “Mom’s gone,” said the Witch, lowering its eyes to the ground. “The Witch, remember.” The eyes rose now and met Ben’s. Lighting flashed, making everything turn white for a second. Without emotion, the mouth said, “I’m sorry, Benny. I can show you where to find her.” Thunder cracked, and Ben felt it in his chest. “Maybe you . . . we . . . can save her.”

      It began to rain.
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      The house seemed to go up and up forever.

      Josh Smith stepped through the huge entryway, leaving the old wooden door open behind him. A thread of spider web stretched across his face, then broke. He shivered. He was not afraid of spiders, no, not him, but his eyes darted around the brightly lit room--sun screaming in through the tall, tall windows all around--searching for webs.

      He found many: under the table in the center of the room, which was covered with a dark red tablecloth; strewn across those tall, tall windows; on all the padded armchairs; on the coffee table over there; spun across the portraits hanging on the walls.

      But he saw no spiders--not that he cared--and he walked forward.

      He came to the end of the table, and he stopped and looked down at it. It was dusty. Josh sniffed: dust, cobwebs, stale candle-smoke, books . . . He felt the tablecloth in his hand, and then he turned away quickly.

      He came to one side of the staircase, which started at the edge of the room and then curved inward, meeting at the middle with the other side.

      He climbed the steps slowly.

      Jesus, he thought. Why was he here? He shouldn’t be here. Why was he here? Because. He told himself to answer the damn question. Because, he answered, dream-stuff.

      Yes, this place was dream-stuff.

      Or might be. He was not sure yet.

      He climbed the stairs, listening to the creaks closely, waiting for a twang of deja vu.

      But it did not come.

      He climbed the last step, then rested his arms on the guardrail, painted white, and looked down at the room below, eyes squinted, scrutinizing.

      He wanted this to be the house. He had been searching for oh so long. He just wanted to know if this was the house he dreamed of, probably every night, waking, forgetting, then someone saying something, or him seeing a sight, and him remembering his dream . . . and the one before . . . and the one before. But none of the details. None that mattered.

      And he just wanted to know if it was real.

      It is real, he corrected. He had dreamed of it again and again and again, so vividly, and he knew, he knew, no mind could be that creative, to dream up a house that real. There was no goddamn way. His eyes jumping from armchair to coffee table, to candleholder to portrait, he thought he had probably visited that house of his dreams sometime when he was a small, small boy, while he and his parents traveled the world, visiting relatives, friends, and so on.

      But so far nothing felt familiar, so he wheeled around and started down the long dark hallway.

      Sniffing.

      Eyes darting here, there, up, down, left, right.

      Ears listening.

      Tongue clapping to the roof of his mouth: tasting.

      Rubbing his arms vigorously so his nerves would be more sensitive: feeling.

      He tripped over something.

      Climbed up.

      Then he felt a bulge in his throat and his eyes widened.

      Pang! Deja vu!

      He couldn’t help himself: he was bobbing at the knees and his feet were shifting, ready to jump with joy.

      But then it all came crashing down.

      Maybe, just maybe, he had fallen in another dream, or in the past, and just didn’t remember it. Deja vu, he decided, was not what he should be looking for.

      Dammit.

      Paused in the midnight hallway, he worked out a new plan.

      Tried to.

      Depressed, he walked down the hall, not knowing what to look for, not even in the slightest.

      It went on and on. He reached his hand to the wall and he walked and let his hand drag across the wallpaper. Then it hit something: cold metal: what he was looking for.

      He pulled the candle out.

      Then he lit it with a lighter from his pocket.

      And then there was the world: the two walls, the floor--he looked up--the ceiling, faintly. But before him was only black.

      He walked.

      Not looking for anything in particular.

      Walking.

      Walls going by at a slow pace, and the floor, too.

      Josh Smith stopped, his head hurting.

      He needed a plan.

      So he thought.

      But every plan he thought up was a bust. How is one supposed to do this? How does one find a place of his dreams, one that he knows is real? How does one find this place that he knows he has once visited when his family traveled all around the world? The house could be anywhere.

      No, he thought. This was the house. It had to be. He was tired. He had gone through houses and houses and none of them had been it. This was it! The one!

      He walked.

      The hallway not ending, he ran.

      Jesus, he thought. Then, If you even need the guy’s help you better stop using his name that way.

      His face broke a spiderweb.

      Jesu-- Jehoshaphat!

      His pointer-finger and thumb soared to his face, and he picked for the web. Then he found it and pulled.

      And pulled.

      And pulled.

      Then he wiped. He still felt it on his ear but this was a waste of time so he started walking again.

      The hall not ending, he ran.

      My Lord, he thought. It goes on and on! What kind of a maniac builds a hall that goes on and on?!

      He drew in a deep breath, let it out.

      The candle blew out.

      He found the lighter in his pocket--

      Nope. Did not. Shit fuck shit! He had dropped it, he decided. I have the worst of luck. And I’m an idiot.

      He turned around and started back the other way. He would go back downstairs and search another part of the house, a part that was not so dark . . . and endless.

      He walked at a decent pace.

      Then he sped up a bit, to a speed-walk.

      Then he ran, a huge grin on his face. He was

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

