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Before We Begin: December 2nd, 1999. 11:47 PM.

Kyle Bremer was fifteen years old and eating cereal straight from the box when the television changed.

He wasn’t supposed to be awake. His parents had gone to bed around ten, after the news and half of Letterman, leaving the living room to him and the blue-gray flicker of the set—a 27-inch Magnavox that had been in the family since 1991 and made a sound like a sigh whenever you turned it on. Kyle had the volume low. He was watching Channel 4, some syndicated rerun he didn’t care about but didn’t want to turn off because silence in the house always felt louder than it should.

At 11:47, the channel changed on its own.

Not flipped. Not static-rolled the way channels did when you hit the wrong button. It just becamesomething else. Channel 6. Public access. Kyle knew the number because that’s where you found the city council meetings and the local high school’s morning announcements and, once, a forty-minute program about orchid cultivation hosted by a man named Gerald Fitch who clearly had no idea the camera was running.

But this wasn’t Gerald Fitch.

The screen showed a room. Just a room—bare walls, concrete, a single overhead bulb casting the kind of light that made everything look vaguely sick. There was a man seated at a table. Middle-aged, maybe, or older, it was hard to tell because he was sitting very still and looking directly at the camera. Directly at Kyle, it felt like. He was wearing a gray shirt and his hands were flat on the table and he wasn’t blinking.

Kyle put the cereal box down.

The man didn’t speak. There was no music, no voiceover, no graphics or lower-third chyrons. Just the room and the man and that horrible stillness, and underneath it a sound that Kyle wouldn’t be able to adequately describe for years—not a tone exactly, more like the idea of a tone, a frequency that sat just below conscious hearing but landed somewhere deep in the chest.

Kyle watched for eleven minutes. He knew the time because he checked the clock at the beginning and again when it ended, and he was never entirely sure afterward why he hadn’t changed the channel. He’d thought about it. His hand had actually moved toward the remote, once. But something—and this was the part he could never explain without sounding crazy—something made him feel that moving would be the wrong thing to do. Like staying still was a condition of the whole arrangement.

At 11:58, the screen went black.

Then it was Channel 4 again, the rerun, like nothing had happened.

Kyle went to bed. He didn’t sleep. In the morning he told himself it was probably some technical glitch, a crossed signal or an error in the broadcast schedule. He almost believed it. He went to school and didn’t say anything to anyone, and that afternoon in Mr. Paulsen’s history class he realized he couldn’t remember the names of three people he’d known since the fourth grade.

Just gone. Like someone had reached into his head and lifted them out.

He remembered their faces. He remembered their voices and where they sat on the bus. He just couldn’t find their names anywhere. It took him four days to get them back, and by then he’d decided not to tell anyone about that either.

Kyle Bremer grew up and moved to Portland and became an accountant and by most measures had a perfectly ordinary life. But he never owned a television again. And he never once stayed up past eleven o’clock at night if he could help it.

Some doors, once opened, stay open a crack.

Harlow Creek, Oregon. Present Day.

The drive from Portland to Harlow Creek takes just under three hours if you don’t stop, and Dana Reyes hadn’t stopped. Not for gas, not for coffee, not at the rest area outside Newberg where she’d pulled into the parking lot, sat for two minutes with her hands on the wheel, and then pulled back out without knowing exactly why. She got off the interstate at the Harlow Creek exit at quarter past four in the afternoon with a full tank and an empty stomach and the particular kind of exhaustion that comes not from lack of sleep but from bracing yourself for something for too long.

She hadn’t been back in six years. It showed.

Or rather—it didn’t show, and that was the strange part. Six years was long enough for most places to accumulate change: new storefronts, new construction, a coffee chain moving in where the hardware store used to be. Harlow Creek had done none of that. Driving down Mercer Street into the center of town, Dana had the unsettling sensation of watching a film she’d seen before, the same establishing shot in the same light. The Rexall sign with the R burned out, so it just said EXALL in red letters. The Presbyterian church with the marquee that had said GOD’S TIMING IS PERFECT for so long that the letters had faded to near-illegibility. The Dairy Freeze, closed for the season, its drive-through window boarded up with the same plywood she was almost certain had been there in 2018.

A town holding its breath. That was the phrase that came to her. She filed it away out of professional habit even though she hadn’t worked as a journalist in two years, and the outlet she’d worked for before that had dissolved in a round of layoffs that still felt, when she thought about it, like a punch she hadn’t seen coming.

She turned onto Calloway and parked in front of her mother’s house, which was a small craftsman bungalow with green trim that had been flaking since the nineties. The porch light was on even though it was still afternoon.

Her mother’s neighbor, a retired postal worker named Bill Ochoa, was raking leaves in the yard next door. He stopped when he saw Dana get out of the car and gave her a look she recognized—that particular calibration of relief and worry that people get when they’re glad someone else has shown up to handle something.

“She called me twice last night,” he said, without preamble. “Around two in the morning. Didn’t say much, just—” He made a gesture with the rake that was hard to interpret. “I checked on her this morning. She seemed okay. But Dana, she’s been—”

“I know,” Dana said. “I’m here now.”

He nodded and went back to his leaves, and Dana stood on the sidewalk for a moment with her bag over one shoulder and looked at her mother’s house, and thought: okay. Here we go.

Her mother was in the living room, in the armchair by the window with a blanket over her legs even though the house was warm. The television was on. Channel 6, public access, playing what appeared to be a loop of county commissioner announcements from three weeks ago. The volume was up too loud.

“Mom.” Dana turned the volume down on her way across the room and bent to kiss her mother’s forehead. Elena Reyes was sixty-nine years old and had suffered two small strokes in the past eighteen months—minor ones, the doctors said, the kind that left most of you intact but took small things. A word here. A sequence of events there. The rough edges of short-term memory.

“You look thin,” her mother said.

“Hi to you too.”

“Did you eat?”

“I’ll eat.” Dana sat on the couch across from her. “How are you feeling? Are you sleeping?”

Her mother looked at the television. The county commissioner was talking about a proposed amendment to the zoning code for the industrial district north of Route 18. Dana watched her mother’s face.

“He comes back sometimes,” her mother said.

“Who does?”

“The man.” She nodded at the screen. “On the television. Not that one—” she added, almost impatiently, as if Dana had asked a stupid question. “The other one. Late. He comes back late.”

Dana felt something move along the back of her neck. Not quite a chill—more like attention, suddenly sharpened. “What man, Mom?”

But her mother had already moved on. She was asking whether Dana wanted tea.

Dana found the spare key where it had always been, under the ceramic frog on the porch. She spent an hour unpacking in the guest room, which smelled like cedar and old paperback novels, and then made her mother dinner—grilled cheese, tomato soup from a can, the way they’d always made it—and sat with her at the kitchen table while the last of the daylight went gray and flat outside the window.

She tried twice more to ask about the man on the television. Both times her mother gave her a slightly puzzled look, like Dana was asking about a dream she only half-remembered. The man, you know, the man. She’d open her mouth and then her eyes would go a little distant and the sentence would just—stop. Like a recording with something cut out.

After dinner Dana washed up and her mother fell asleep in the armchair and Dana stood in the living room looking at the television, which she’d turned off.

The screen, dark, gave back a faint reflection of the room. Her own shape, vague. The window. The streetlight outside making a pale rectangle through the curtain.

She hadn’t planned to do anything tonight. She’d planned to settle in, sleep, call the neurologist in the morning, be a daughter first and a reporter—former reporter—nowhere at all. But something had already caught, the way things catch when you’ve spent enough years following threads for a living. You don’t stop noticing. You can’t.

She got her laptop from the guest room and sat at the kitchen table and searched: Channel 6 Harlow Creek public access 1999 broadcast.

Nothing, at first. The usual clutter of county websites and local government pages. She tried different combinations. Harlow Creek Oregon Channel 6 unexplained. Harlow Creek television 1999 anomaly. She tried the names of the public access station’s managing organization, which took some digging from an archived county document she found on the Oregon state library database.

Then, buried in a comment thread on a regional Oregon weird-history forum from 2011, she found this:

does anyone remember that thing on channel 6 in harlow creek around 99-2000? my older brother watched it and he still won’t talk about it. just a guy sitting at a table and some kind of noise underneath. he said it felt like it knew you were there.

Seven replies. Most dismissive. One that said: yeah I heard about this. Three people I know from HC mentioned it over the years. Nobody knows what it was.

And one, from a user called static_only, that said simply: Some signals don’t stop transmitting. They just wait.

The account had been created the day of that post and never used again.

Dana stared at the screen for a while. Outside, the wind had picked up and was moving through the Douglas firs along the back fence in long, slow waves. The refrigerator hummed. Down the hall, she could hear her mother’s breathing, slow and even.

She thought about Bill Ochoa’s face. The relief in it, seeing her, and underneath the relief something else. The way he hadn’t quite met her eyes.

She thought about her mother saying he comes back late with the flat certainty of someone reporting a fact.

She opened a new document and typed the date. Then she sat with her hands over the keys for a long moment.

There is a particular feeling that precedes a story—not excitement exactly, and not dread, but something that lives between them
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