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“Down there, the house keeps its
secrets.”

 








Part 1

1984








Chapter 1

 


The boys stood together at the end of the
gravel driveway with their jackets flapping in the October breeze
and the sun setting behind them. Tommy Pomeroy snorted and spat a
clump of yellow phlegm onto a patch of crab grass. Eric Hunter and
Ed Forlure turned from the looming house, glanced at the spit. They
didn’t say anything—the spit summed it all
up.

Eric stepped forward,
actually
onto the driveway. Tommy snorted behind him and
spat again. Eric knew what that meant:
Hurry
up.

Brushstrokes of sunlight painted the front of
the house in orange and red; a crimson blade streaked across the
second floor windows like a bleeding gash. Those windows were the
house’s dead eyes and the porch its rancid mouth, the four pillars
its rotting teeth. To go up the front steps onto the porch was to
walk onto its tongue and smell its moldy wood breath, to enter the
front door …

“Are you fagging out?” Tommy
asked.

Eric’s mother said Tommy was
a
smooth-talker,
but sometimes Tommy’s voice made Eric cringe; it was like when his
brother Steve called him “a little shit.” Eric shook his
head.

“Then go,” Tommy
said.

His feet did not want to. If the house were a
monster then the two third-floor windows that protruded from the
roof were extra eyes that grew from the house’s forehead like
tumors. Sometimes things moved in those windows. Sometimes things
swayed back and forth.

A girl had hanged herself up there. She used a
few of her father’s neckties twirled together, wrapped one end
around a roof support beam and the other around her neck. Her
father didn’t even know it happened until late that night when the
knot broke and her body dropped to the floor. People said she did
it because the house made her do it.

Eric took another step toward the house and
Tommy applauded. “This is really exciting, Eric,” he said. “Great
show, buddy.”

Eric bit his lip and continued walking. He
heard his mother’s warning:
Stay away from Hudson House, Eric. Don’t go
near it. It isn’t
safe.

A sheet of wood covered the first-floor window
as did sheets for the second-floor windows and, presumably, the
ones on the side and in back—but not the windows on the third
floor, the ones that stretched out of the roof like frog’s eyes.
The gravel driveway petered out into the overgrown lawn. From the
driveway, a slate walkway led out into the yard and then turned at
a right angle toward the porch steps. The other houses in the
neighborhood were not like this; most houses had garages behind
them or attached, and if there was a walkway to the porch, it
started at the sidewalk.

Eric paused at the edge of the slate path.
Evergreen trees lined both sides of the property continuing behind
the house, completely blocking the neighbors. A maple tree towered
in the front yard like a giant sentry. Its gnarly arms swayed and
orange leaves wafted down.

A serial killer had lived here. Hox Grent.
Years ago, he terrorized the neighborhood, stealing kids, dragging
them back here and slaughtering them. Most of the bodies were never
found, only occasional pieces.

Eric stepped onto the slate walkway. Blades of
grass stuck out of jagged cracks like the fingers of people buried
alive who had managed to break the surface before choking to death
on dirt. Somewhere a dog barked; it sounded like a
warning.

“Wait.”

Eric had been holding his breath and now
released it. Ed ran up the driveway and stopped next to him. He
held out a flashlight. “Here.”

“I don’t want to do this,” Eric
said.

For a moment it seemed that Ed might respond,
perhaps offer some encouraging words or even tell him not to go
through with it. Instead, Ed nudged him with the flashlight until
Eric took it and then Ed ran back to the sidewalk. Eric hadn’t
brought his own flashlight because part of him hadn’t accepted he’d
be in this position; the other part of him knew that a flashlight
wouldn’t protect him anyhow. Despite that, the weight of the two
D-batteries inside the plastic casing reassured him. He turned it
on.

“Any day,” Tommy
said.

The front steps sagged in the middle like they
were made out of cardboard and the color ranged from white on the
edges of the steps to dry, peeling tan in the middle where
thousands of footfalls had fallen before him. And of those people,
how many had stepped here for the last time? How many times had Hox
Grent’s feet scuffed these steps?

Strong wind beat around the house and made it
groan in a million places like the joints in an old man’s body.
Perhaps the house was waking up. Maybe the girl was upstairs, too,
swinging. Maybe she’d come down and say
hello.

Eric’s skin prickled with freezing gooseflesh.
He stopped at the foot of the steps. The house had probably been
white or tan but it now radiated in splashes of red, yellow, and
orange. The colors swirled across the wood like drops of paint in a
bowl of water. Heavy gashes in the screen door made it sag like a
limp body about to fall over dead. Someone had spray painted an
upside-down star on the storm door behind the screen. Why were the
windows boarded and not the door?

It won’t be open. There’s no way it’ll be
open. And then we can all go
home. He’d sleep with
his Ghostbusters nightlight on—he would not tell that to
Tommy.

“If you don’t get in the house before dark, it
doesn’t count,” Tommy yelled.

He was making this up as they went along. In
any trio of friends, there’s always a leader and theirs was Tommy.
He was probably hoping for a really good laugh, one that would make
him fall down with cramps in his sides and tears bursting from his
eyes. For that to happen, someone usually had to get hurt. Eric
would have to play his part for Tommy’s amusement and then they
could get back to playing with action
figures.

“This isn’t so bad,” Eric
whispered.

The first step squeaked beneath his foot.
Shadows from the fractured spindles in the porch railing stretched
up the house like mangled fangs.

The moan of the next step screamed for Eric to
run back to the sidewalk and beg Tommy not to do this to him. Tommy
would only send him back to the house and up the steps
again.

Eric took the next two steps rapidly and stood
on the porch with the backs of his sneakers hanging off. If he fell
backwards, he’d descend into endless darkness. He would fall
forever or maybe into hell.

He shivered, rubbed the sleeves of his jacket.
He immediately felt stupid. It wasn’t the middle of January.
He
was
being a baby about this. He just had to enter the
house, grab something, and leave. Yes, it was stupid, pointless
even, but that didn’t mean he shouldn’t have the guts to do
it.

He stepped toward the door. A fist-sized hole
lay between him and the door like someone had dropped a heavy rock
through the wood. Or something had tried to break free from
beneath. Inside the hole, light glinted off the cat-shaped eye of a
troll.

He stumbled back a few steps to the edge of
the porch again—fall off
into the darkness—and
stopped. There hadn’t been a troll or anything else demonic. He had
caught the reflection of a beer can left by a teenager; that was
all.

The flashlight beam focused on the curved
metal handle of the screen door and Eric went to it. He was mindful
to spread his legs wide over the hole without looking at it. Then
he was at the door and all out of space.

The screen door handle froze his fingers. The
door opened with a squeal. Eric’s heart thudded into his throat and
his hands numbed; undigested hotdog from lunch roiled in his
stomach. He wanted to vomit and cry and run away and never look at
this house again but he knew he couldn’t do that—running away would
label him a coward forever and, even worse, he’d have to admit it
was true.

The screen door bounced off his shoulder when
he reached for the knob of the storm door. The spray-painted star
(a “pentagram,” it was
called) grew larger,
stretching across the door in all directions to become a mammoth
star, the upside-down legs now gnarled horns. A face emerged inside
the star. Eyes blinked open. Eric closed his
own. Just my
imagination. He opened
his eyes—the image was a spray-painted star once
more.

He grabbed the doorknob and
turned—be locked, please
be locked—and the bolt
slipped easily back into the door. He instructed his arm to push
forward but it refused. He had gone this far and yet his body
wouldn’t allow him to go the next few steps needed to prove his
bravery.

“Sun’s almost gone,” Tommy
yelled.

The quicker he did this, the quicker he could
be back in his room, away from this house. He willed his arm
forward again and this time the muscles cooperated to nudge the
door open a sliver with a sucking
ooofff
sound—the sound of a sealed coffin breaking wide.
Stale air teased his nostrils; it reminded Eric of the way the
boxes of Christmas supplies smelled every year when his father
brought them down from the attic.

When the door opened all the way with a faint
rusted squeak, red sunlight broke through the opening and turned
the floating motes of dust into levitating drops of
blood.

Eric gripped the flashlight with both hands
and scanned for something to grab; anything would do, anything to
appease Tommy. To his right, just past a boarded window, a
staircase ascended half a dozen steps to a landing and more stairs
continued upward at a right angle. He would never go upstairs. No
matter what Tommy might call him or how he might threaten him, Eric
wasn’t going to search the second floor—that was one floor closer
to the dead girl.

Just find something and grab
it.

Straight ahead, a narrow hallway ended at a
shut door that led, presumably, into a room, maybe the kitchen. To
his left lay a large empty room which Eric could only partially see
because of the jutting wall. The stale smell floated all around him
like invisible mold.

Somewhere something creaked like a really
large finger cracking its knuckle. Nowhere did Eric see anything he
could grab as proof of his visit to Hudson
House.

 










Chapter 2

 


The floor moaned beneath Eric’s next step and
he paused. He glanced at the stairs and then up, to the ceiling.
Was she swinging up there now or lying on the floor? The hair on
the back of his neck stood up as a cold chill coursed over his
body.

Eric turned his back on the stairs and entered
the large room. He immediately knew something was behind him; it
had jumped toward him the moment he moved. Right now it stood in
the crimson sunlight, hulking over him with blood-soaked arms from
wrists that never stopped bleeding, a makeshift noose of ties slung
around its neck.

Eric swung the flashlight behind him. The
thing had moved back into the shadows where his light could not
reach.

A pair of boarded windows divided the far wall
of the room. Flakes of paint had peeled off of the wall in large
strips like claw marks. Eric imagined the girl in a panic ripping
at the wall, tearing at it until her fingertips bled, desperate to
scrape her way out of the house that had become her eternal
residence. Those same mutilated fingers could seize his neck and
break his spine the way the noose of ties had broken
hers.

Another boarded window—the front window—was to
Eric’s left and a large opening into another boxy room was to the
right. Three more windows sectioned the walls in that room in a
mirror image of this one. Eric had expected old, moldy furniture
with decades of spider webs sagging across them. He had at least
imagined there would be beer cans and fast food wrappers from
teenagers strewn across the place, but he found three completely
empty rooms. The musty smell faded and intensified in
waves.

The floor moaned with each step and Eric
paused after every cry. He kept the flashlight steady while
squeezing his other hand into a painfully tight fist that started
to numb.

He stopped in the middle of the room and
carefully scanned the floor as far into the next room as he could.
Bare floors in bare rooms in a bare house. Should he keep
searching? He faced the next room. The sunlight was fading rapidly
from the front door like a retreating
dream.

He could leave the house now, run out slamming
the door before the thing leaped onto his back and dragged him even
deeper inside. He’d tell Tommy that he searched and scoured but
couldn’t find anything to grab but that didn’t matter since he and
Ed had seen him enter the house. Tommy would smile that stupid,
proud grin and call Eric a fag.

He passed through the archway between the
rooms to the back of the house. The sunlight did not reach this
far—maybe it had vanished for the night. To escape, he would have
to run back through the last room, turn into the foyer, go out the
front door and down the porch steps. And do it with a plastic
flashlight.

The floor in this room groaned more loudly and
the wood felt softer, weaker. His feet told his brain that the
floor had thinned out here like ice and that he needed to tread
lightly or he might fall through into the basement. The monster
waited down there. The thing of hair and
teeth.

That’s where Hox took his victims. He tortured
them in the basement and then fed them to some hideous beast. Some
kids said there was no beast, just some starved dogs, but it
amounted to the same: whomever Hox took was never seen
again.

With the next step, the floor dipped. He
stopped, waited for the wood to splinter and break. Every second he
remained in place increased the odds that the floor wouldn’t hold
but the fear of taking another step, onto an even thinner patch,
kept him still.

A closed door stood to his right. He turned
toward it, started to take a step, paused. The floor whined. He
would walk to the door, push it and see what happened. If
something
did
happen, he’d bolt out of the house as quickly as
he could. If the opening of the door showed him merely another
barren room, Eric would examine it. Then he’d find his way out. He
would
not
look upstairs—homo coward forever or not, he was
not going to climb those steps.

He reached toward the door and did not like
how his hand shook and blurred in the light. The wood was moist. He
pushed on it and his fingers sank into the door like they would
into dough or soggy cardboard. His fingers sank
deeper. It’s got
me. The door would suck
him in, absorb him, and keep him forever.

The door pushed into the next room and his
fingers slipped on the surface with a wet squeak. Streaks of blood
stretched back from his fingers across the door. The tips had been
torn open, the nails ripped out. Blood poured over his hand and
splattered on the floor between his feet.

He started to scream but silenced it after
only a brief yelp; his fingers had returned to normal. His mind
playing tricks on him. Or something
else
playing tricks.

Eric swallowed; his throat felt incredibly dry
like he had swallowed a handful of dirt. A slight push swung the
door a few inches forward before it swung back just past the door
frame and then settled in place. If he kicked the door hard, it
would swing wide into the other room and then swing back just as
wide into this room. At least that promised easy
escape.

He pushed the door open slowly until the hinge
stopped yawning and the door could go no
further.

Two boarded windows hung above a sink set in
the middle of the kitchen counter. In front of the sink stood a
woman with long, brown hair, her back to
Eric.










Chapter 3

 


Eric’s stomach
knotted.

The woman’s white dress clung to her narrow
frame and fluttered around her knees from an invisible wind. It
radiated like a white light bulb. She was standing straight, rigid,
like something had startled her. Her hands were in front of her,
perhaps in the sink; her elbows jutted out from her sides like
knotty branches.

Eric froze. The sound of his swallowing echoed
throughout the kitchen like a monstrous belch. The woman did not
flinch.

If he tried to back out of the kitchen the
door would squeak as it had on its opening and that would alert the
woman to his presence. Then, as his father said, all bets were off.
He couldn’t stand in place forever, though. Eventually one of them
would move. Once he started, he’d have to run. Could he outrun her?
Ghosts could fly—Eric could only pump his legs and hope he didn’t
trip.

Maybe she wasn’t a ghost, just a woman who had
gotten lost. Teenagers invaded this place on a daily basis; maybe
she was a mother searching for her son. Why was her dress
glowing?

Metal scraped against metal, long and slow,
high and piercing. Eric’s brother had once threatened to make Eric
a eunuch, whatever that was, and dragged the blade of a carving
knife along a sharpening rod, producing the same sound now
vibrating around the room.

He wanted to cry. What was he supposed to do?
He squeezed the flashlight, his only weapon. If not a ghost, the
woman was some crazed lunatic hoping to continue the slaughter of
kids in the memory of Hox Grent.

The scraping metal sound slashed at his ears
again and again, louder and louder. Soon the blade would rise over
the woman’s head and then she would turn, and with a huge grin of
spiky fangs she’d bring the giant knife down on him, slicing
through his entire body. She’d peel his flesh from his bones and
eat it in bloody slurps.

The sound continued relentlessly, a screeching
table saw rapidly severing plywood.

The woman turned. Her face appeared behind a
curtain of brown hair that hung straight past her chin. She could
have been pretty (did he know her?) if not for the blood splotches
splashed across her dress. Her arms hung at her sides, palms open.
Thick rivers of blood coursed down her arms from deep canyons of
mutilated flesh.

Her dead, black eyes rolled backward. She
dipped her head back. Her mouth dropped open, and then her hair
liquefied and splashed onto the floor in thick, crimson fluid. From
her hollow mouth ushered an equally hollow
cry.

Eric’s own scream burned his throat. He tried
to shut his eyes and couldn’t. His vision blurred with tears that
couldn’t hide the thing before him.

The woman stepped toward him.
No,
floated
toward him the length of a step. Her feet grazed
the ground but did not move. Her arms reached for him. Blood poured
from her forearms and splattered on the kitchen floor in blobs that
exploded on the tile.

Please, dear God I’ll be good so good dear
God
please.

The woman lunged at
him.

Eric’s legs collapsed, his knees snapped
forward, and he hit the tiled floor first with his knees and then
with his face.

The hollow cry morphed into a much more
familiar laugh that rose and fell in cackles. It was how his
brother laughed after twisting Eric’s arm hard enough to make him
beg for mercy. Not his brother; this time it was
Tommy.

“Get off,” Eric
cried.

He couldn’t budge Tommy. His friend’s laughter
peaked even higher and he rocked back and forth, riding Eric like a
horse.


“Yeeehaa!”

Was the woman still in the room? Did her blood
now stain his face?

“She’ll get us!” Eric
yelled.

“Oh, no!” Tommy erupted into a violent fit of
laughter. “The dead girl’s going to get
us.”

Eric’s flashlight had rolled into the far
corner, light facing them. The room was empty. The woman had
vanished, but that didn’t mean she was
gone.

“I’m serious,” Eric said more
calmly.

Tommy was still laughing when he stood. Eric
jumped to his feet so quickly he nearly lost his balance. He
hesitated about retrieving the flashlight. He didn’t want to pass
through where the woman had been. He might
feel
something.

“I saw her,” Eric
said.

Tommy shined a flashlight directly into his
eyes and Eric squinted back. “She didn’t die in the kitchen,
stupid. She’s hanging two floors above us.” He gestured but Eric
didn’t dignify his statement. Tommy knew urban legends; Eric knew
truth.

“She was in this kitchen, at the
sink.”

“Washing dishes?”

Tommy’s smirk almost trapped Eric’s words in
his mouth. “I think she was … sharpening a
knife.”

“Getting ready to cut the Thanksgiving
turkey?”

“No.”

“And you’re the turkey.” This fit of laughter
stirred a repressed ball of rage in Eric’s gut. He swatted the
flashlight out of his face, but not out of Tommy’s
hand.

“Shut up.”


“Ooo,”
Tommy said. “Someone doesn’t like being called a
turkey.”

“I know what I saw.”

Something about how Eric said those five words
weakened Tommy’s laugh and his smile waned. They stood in silence
for several seconds. Ed stood behind Tommy, eyes wide. Would Ed
interfere if Eric and Tommy started fighting,
really
fighting? He’d probably watch and greet the
victor as his leader.

“You find anything to take?” Tommy asked. “Or
were you too scared of the woman making
dinner?”

Eric wanted to tell him to shove that
flashlight up his ass and walk all the way home with light shining
out of his butt like a giant lightning
bug.

“No. The house is
empty.”

“What’s that?”

Tommy’s light found a small piece of metal a
few feet away on the kitchen floor that glinted like a jewel. It
lay almost directly in the middle of the room where the woman had
walked only moments ago.

“Go get it,” Tommy
said.

Eric shook his head.

“Homo.”

Tommy pushed past Eric and retrieved the thing
on the floor. Eric expected Tommy to start screaming when he picked
it up, expected it burn his hand or turn him
crazy.

Tommy examined the thing in his open palm with
the flashlight beam shining off it. After only a few seconds of
inspection, Tommy tossed the thing in the air where it hovered for
what felt a little too long, and then caught it in his hand
again.

“Your girlfriend left you something,” he
said.

He tossed the thing underhanded to Eric, who
caught it without really seeing it fly through the air. It nestled
in his hand like a small, cold insect.

Without his flashlight, Eric recognized the
shape and weight of what Tommy had found: a ring. He balled his
hand into a fist and fingered the contours of it. Cold spread out
from the ring to numb his palm and fingertips. He opened his hand
and touched the ring with the thumb and middle finger of his other
hand. His fingertips chilled like he had touched a frozen soda can.
The cold stung but not bad enough for him to let go. He twirled the
ring in a circle between two fingers. The band was thin, almost
frail, and something sharp sat on top of the ring, a diamond. Eric
had probably seen hundreds of rings on men’s and women’s fingers in
his life but he couldn’t picture any of them. He knew his father
and mother wore wedding rings, but those were just gold bands. This
felt like a real ring, one a woman might adore. One worth
something.

Who could have left
it?

A gift. From the
ghost.

“Hand me my flashlight,” Eric
said.

“Get it yourself. There’s got to be something
better in here than some gay ring.”

The flashlight was a mile away across a land
chartered by paranormal powers. If he walked across that land,
would he come back the same?
Little late for
that. He started across
the kitchen.

“Perhaps your girl is back here,” Tommy said.
He was running his flashlight over a closed door at the far end of
the wall. Maybe it led outside. He reached for the
doorknob.

“Don’t,” Eric said, without realizing he was
thinking it.

Tommy laughed. “Afraid your girl will like me
more?”

The flashlight waited a few feet away. The
ring was numbing his hand.

“We should leave,” Eric
said.

“Fag,” Tommy said. He grabbed the doorknob.
His body tensed. A shiver wiggled through him and he cried out.
Eric flinched backward several feet from Tommy and the
flashlight.

“Help!” Tommy yelled.

Eric could not move.
Electricity,
supernatural
electricity, was passing through his friend’s
body, frying his brain and melting his skin, but Eric couldn’t do
anything.

“Help me!” Tommy shook violently, hand stuck
to the knob. He was a caught fish on the poisoned hook of the
house.

The urge to run came from the depths of his
mind that knew, somehow, that if he touched Tommy he would be stuck
to him and thus stuck to the house, too. The place would get them
both. The only answer was to run, get help, and let an adult come
here to risk his life. Kids weren’t supposed to die. That was one
of the duties parents were assigned when they agreed to be parents.
Parenthood meant eventual death.

Ed moved from the darkness of the dining room
to Tommy’s side like he had been ejected from a catapult. He
grabbed Tommy’s arm and pulled back. Tommy’s hand slipped off the
knob and the two boys stumbled backward several steps and collapsed
onto the floor. Tommy landed on Ed, who cried out. Eric still
didn’t move when Tommy’s laughter returned and he began verbally
ripping into Ed for thinking the house had really been
electrocuting him.

Ed backed out of the kitchen into the doorway
again, almost hidden in the shadows.

“You guys are stupid,” Tommy said. “There’s
nothing to be scared of.”

“But you said … ” Eric let the rest of
his thought dry up. He was only falling deeper into Tommy’s
trap.

“Babies.” He shook his head. He walked back
toward the door, dodged to the right, snatched up Eric’s
flashlight, and tossed it behind him with a rapid, “Heads
up.”

Eric dodged the flashlight, which smashed
against the wall. He jumped at the sound. Tommy sighed. That sigh
was worse than the obnoxious laughter, like a disappointed parent
instead of a mocking brother. He had made fun of them for being
cowards in hope of making them tough and he had discovered that his
friends really were wimps.

“I just want to look back here,” Tommy said.
“Don’t go anywhere.”

The door was open in a rush and Tommy vanished
into another dark corner of this very dark house. The floor creaked
with his footsteps until he was gone and then the house went
silent.

Behind him, the flashlight had died. Without
it, Eric and Ed were stranded in the dark.

“Tommy?” Eric’s voice sounded weak and
pathetic.

Tommy, of course, did not respond. He was
tricking them again. Jokes for kids like Tommy were like drugs for
addicts: the more they did them, the more they wanted to do them.
And, much like the addicts that they had learned about in school,
jokers left a wake of injured people in their path. Hurting people
might have been part of the thrill for Tommy. Usually, he hurt
others, outsiders and weirdoes, but if ever in need, he’d go after
Eric and Ed.

Eric started for the door, but Ed’s words
stopped him.

“We should go.”

The calm tone and solid conviction of his
words startled Eric. “We can’t.”

“Soon we won’t be able
to.”

“What do you mean?” Eric asked, but he knew
what Ed meant. If they didn’t get out of Hudson House right now,
they might be doomed to wander its dark passageways. Ed sensed the
house’s hunger as Eric had, but Ed either lacked the bravery to
face the house or possessed the courage to know when it was time to
flee.

“We can’t leave Tommy,” Eric said. He
continued toward the door.

“He’s already gone,” Ed
said.

“What?”

The kitchen door swung back and forth gently
on its squeaky hinges. Eric didn’t blame Ed. A moment later, the
front door banged in its frame. Had Ed shut them inside the house
or had the door shutting been an accident? Maybe the house did that
itself.

“Tommy,” Eric said. “Ed just left, and I’m
going, too. Come out.”

Eric couldn’t abandon Tommy. Tommy was a prick
sometimes but they were still friends. You didn’t abandon your
friends, not unless you were a coward.

He crossed the kitchen and paused outside the
open door. The light from Tommy’s flashlight was so faint that it
appeared Tommy had taken a candle in there with him. A dry,
lifeless stench oozed out of the dark. It was the smell of his
grandma’s extra bathroom, the one she always kept closed and never
cleaned.

Set just off to the right across from the open
door a sheet of plywood blocked another window. No
escape.

Eric stepped past the door. Tommy stood
several feet to the right in a narrow room, flashlight poised on
the far wall. The beam was so dim and the splash of light on the
wall so faint that the flashlight batteries must be rapidly
dying.

“Tommy?”

“I found something,” Tommy said in a complete
monotone.

“Found what?”

“Something special.”

Eric wanted to grab him and drag him out of
the house, but the sound of his voice, the lack of any life in that
voice, kept Eric in place.

Empty shelves surrounded them, sticking out
from the walls like spikes. The darkness wrapped around Eric. He
couldn’t fill his lungs with air. The room started
shrinking.

“This house is really special,” Tommy said in
that same flat voice. It was an awful voice, a dead
one.

“We have to leave,” Eric said.
“Now.”

“We can’t. Not yet. Maybe
never.”

“Stop joking around, Tommy. This is
serious.”

“I know.”

Was Tommy breathing heavily or was that
Eric?

“We can leave. Ed
did.”

“No,” Tommy said. “He
didn’t.”

“Tommy—” He stepped toward him and stopped. He
didn’t want to move any closer. Whatever was wrong with Tommy was
unnatural and dangerous. Maybe contagious.

“Try to leave,” Tommy said. “You’ll see what I
mean.”

“I can’t leave you
here.”

“Sure you can. I’d leave you.” Faint emotion
floated in those last three words.

Eric paused. Tommy really would leave Eric if
their roles were reversed. Part of Tommy probably hoped that
something was going to happen to Eric in Hudson House and when,
after waiting a few minutes outside with Ed, he hadn’t heard any
screams, he decided to enter the house and scare Eric with an
old-fashioned surprise tackle. But Eric had already been screaming
at the bleeding woman. Perhaps Tommy hadn’t heard that. Perhaps the
house hadn’t wanted him to.

Now the house was doing something else.
Something to Tommy. He wasn’t faking: that brief trickle of emotion
in his voice hadn’t been mischief but fear. Genuine
fear.

Eric turned his back on Tommy. His breathing
improved.

“Run for your life,” Tommy said. “Not that
it’ll do any good.”

The flashlight beam faded, faded, died. Tommy
started moaning, low groans at first and then loud
cries.

“Don’t you see it, Eric? Can’t you feel it?
It’s beautiful,” he yelled. “So
beautiful!”

Eric ran.

He smacked the kitchen door and sent it
swinging behind him, and then he skidded across the dining room
floor, shot into the living room, tripped into the foyer, and
crashed against the front door, falling to the floor. He leapt up
and pawed at the door until he found the knob, and then he was
yanking back on the knob, turning and yanking, pulling back with
all his might and finding that he couldn’t get it open, that the
house wasn’t going to let him out and that Tommy was right, that
there was no escape. He kept turning and pulling back and crying
for the damn thing to open and feeling the tears pour down his face
and feeling so helpless, so stupidly
helpless.

When the door opened, Eric spilled out onto
the porch and tripped all the way down the steps and tumbled onto
the walkway. Ed was gone. Behind Eric, Tommy’s moaning cry echoed
within the house.

Eric ran and didn’t slow down until he was on
the front lawn of his own house.

He grabbed the railing on the porch that led
to the back door and into the kitchen—where his mother would be
waiting for him to get home so she would know if she had to whip up
some dinner because Dad wasn’t going to be home until late, like
usual, and Eric’s brother had already gone out with friends,
promising, as usual, not to drink or do anything
“stupid.”

He ran up the steps and sprang inside the
house.

“Mom, you have to—,” he started to say but the
rest of his sentence,
call the police and send them to Hudson House
because Tommy’s in trouble and maybe Ed,
too, never came
out.

His mother lay on the floor in the middle of
the kitchen, arms outstretched, legs splayed, blood gushing from a
wound in her head.
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Chapter 4

 


His mother had bought him the black suit with the
padded shoulders because his grandmother was almost eighty and
probably wouldn’t last much longer. Grandma had kept on living,
however, and Eric’s mother hadn’t.

Grandma entered the small room in the funeral home
where Eric’s mother lay in an open casket a few feet off the
ground, surrounded by flowers. Grandma spotted someone she
recognized, someone she hadn’t seen for a long time; this kept her
diverted from her dead daughter at the front of the room. What did
it feel like to be so old, so close to death, and have to bury your
daughter?

His grandmother chatted with the woman, embraced
her, cried with her, and laughed. Laughing seemed out of place,
almost belittling, but at any given moment someone was laughing.
Eric wanted to tell the laughing people to shut up. How could
anyone laugh when they knew this woman’s son had discovered her
dead in the kitchen a few evenings past, her face buried in
blood?

Eric’s father had said it was an aneurism, something
in her brain stopped working, and he had accepted that on the
surface at least, but he knew something worse had happened. Brains
didn’t simply stop functioning. After returning from the hospital,
his father had dropped to his knees beside the lake of congealing
blood on the kitchen floor and wept loud, fierce tears. He told
Eric to stay away, go back to his room, not come out until later,
much later, and his father had mopped the kitchen for hours—the mop
squeaking—and when he finally left his room, Eric found his father
sprawled on the kitchen floor in almost the same position his
mother had been. Eric left him alone. His father’s cries echoed
through the house all night.

The next day, Eric found a clump of scalp and hair
wedged into one of the handles of the cabinets beneath the kitchen
counter. Long, thin wisps of brown hair curled out of the glob,
which felt soft and mushy like Play Dough. Something
had gone wrong in
his mother’s brain—something had exploded out of it. This wedge of
scalp and hair proved it. He did not show it to his
father.

He fingered the piece of scalp in the front pocket
of his suit jacket, which was too tight across his shoulders and
itched the back of his neck. The fragment of his mother’s head had
hardened over the past day and now resembled a piece of dried mud.
He had intended to put it back, like the final piece in a puzzle,
but when his father brought him up to the edge of the coffin and he
peered in at his mother, Eric didn’t see any missing segments of
her head, any gaps in her hair. The people who prepared her body
must have covered it up. He’d slip it into her coffin later. It
wouldn’t be right to bury her when she wasn’t
whole.

For now, he sat in an uncomfortable chair, caressing
the piece of his mother’s head, and staring at her still body. He
didn’t take his eyes from her and she was only blocked when people
approached the coffin or stopped in front of him to say they felt
so sorry, so bad for him, that she was such a wonderful woman, that
she’d be missed for a long time.

These people perused the flowers crowding around the
coffin. They pointed at particular bunches and remarked how
so-and-so had sent quite a nice arrangement. These flowers of
vibrant white, green, yellow and orange were supposed to be a
tribute—one of them had a ribbon wrapped around it that read: A
Life Celebrated. These were not a tribute; they were a living
insult to a woman who could no longer live. The flowers were meant
to brighten up the room with its thick, faded red curtains that
killed any shred of light trying to come through the windows. The
flowers were meant to sweeten the stale stench of a place where
corpses laid out for hours, maybe days. The flowers were meant to
distract people from the dead woman in the box.

Eric didn’t know when exactly it started, but at
some point his mother’s chest began to gently rise and
fall.

He almost stood, started screaming that she wasn’t
dead, they could stop this stupid nonsense with the tears and
laughter and flowers and organ music and he could go back home with
things the way they used to be. No one else noticed. If Eric
started shouting about his mother breathing, everyone would bow
their heads and murmur how difficult this must be for such a young
boy. They wouldn’t believe him because it wasn’t
true.

Only an illusion. A trick.

For two hours he watched his dead mother breathing.
Then Tommy arrived, sat next to him. Tommy’s mother had died many
years ago—Tommy said he didn’t remember it, or her for that
matter.

Tommy didn’t say anything at first and Eric toyed
with apologizing for abandoning him in Hudson House, but that
didn’t seem so important anymore. Bigger things had
happened.

Tommy spoke first. “Halloween is next
week.”

“Yeah.”

“You think you’ll go out?”

“Maybe.” He couldn’t picture himself running through
the neighborhood banging on people’s doors for
candy.

“We should go back to the house.”

“I’m sorry I left you.”

“I’m not.”

“It was weird in that room.
Scary.”

“You should have stayed.”

“You told me to run.”

“We need to go back.”

Eric turned from his mother. He had no words to
respond but his face flushed with emotion. Tommy told him to relax,
hear him out.

“Do you believe stuff just
happens?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like by chance?”

“Who cares?”

“You don’t fail a spelling test by chance. You fail
because you didn’t study.” Tommy’s eyebrows curled toward the
middle of his face. “And if you do study, then doing good on a test
isn’t by chance, right?”

“I’m not going back.”

“Your mother didn’t die by
chance.”

Tears threatened.

“What I’m saying,” Tommy went on, “is that things
don’t just happen. Something
causes them. Your
mother died because something caused it.” He paused, swallowed.
“We
caused it.”

“No.”

“We went into that house and then your mother died.
She died when we were inside or even when you first entered. We
entered the house, so the house killed her.”

“Why
my mother? Why not
Ed’s? Or your father?”

“You entered first.”

Anger boiled in his stomach. “You made
me.”

“I didn’t make you. You entered on your
own.”

“It was your idea. It’s your fault. You killed
her. You killed my
m—”

Strong hands covered his mouth and grabbed him
around his chest. They carried him through the people, who glanced
and then turned away, and out into the cool where cars slowed as
they passed the funeral home.

“What the hell is wrong with you, Bro?” Eric’s
brother let him drop.

His brother’s pale face and dark eyes
loomed.

“Nothing.”

“Sure as shit didn’t seem like nothing.” Someone
laughed—one of his brother’s friends stood a few feet away smoking
a cigarette and talking to a woman in a short, black
skirt.

“I’m going back in.”

His brother grabbed Eric’s suit jacket. Eric beat
his free hand against his brother’s while squeezing the piece of
his mother’s scalp in his pocket like a talisman. His brother
shoved Eric against a pole holding up the corner of a long awning.
Eric’s back stung with the vibrations.

“Stop acting like a baby.”

“Steve,” one of his brother’s friends said. “Why
don’t you take it easy on the little kid?”

Steve laughed, released him. Eric knew better than
to run. No matter what his brother’s friends said, Steve would do
what he wanted, especially when it came to his little
brother.

“Calm down, bro,” Steve said. He pulled a packet of
cigarettes from a pocket in his leather jacket, worn over a
Metallica T-shirt. He lit the cigarette and puffed the smoke over
Eric’s head. Eric tried not to cough.

After a few more drags, Steve asked, “What got into
you back there?”

Silence would invite an arm-twist, even a kidney
jab. “Tommy said stuff.”

“Yeah? Like what?”

“About mom.”

“It’s messed up, that’s for sure.” His eyes
narrowed, poised on Eric. “You found her just laying
there?”

Eric nodded.

“Dead already?”

Nodded again.

“And then you called 9-1-1? That’s really messed up.
I’m sorry you had to find that, bro. It should’ve been me. I
was … busy.”

Steve rarely offered a gentler side, so Eric kept
his defenses up. At any moment, even at mom’s funeral, Steve could
morph into his abusive true self. Especially in front of his
friends.

“Tommy being a prick about it?”

“No, he’s fine.”

“You were about to tear his head
off.”

Even if Steve’s caring side proved an illusion (like
mom’s breathing), it might be worth it to ask about the house.
Steve had probably been in it a million times. He and his friends
were the ideal candidates for drinking in an abandoned
house.

“You ever been in that house on Mangle
Lane?”

Steve sucked on his cigarette for several seconds,
nodded and exhaled the smoke, which masked his face. “What about
it?”

“Nothing,” Eric said. “Tommy wants to go
there.”

“Look at it?”

“No.”

“Go inside?”

“Yeah.”

“Hey,” Steve called to his friends. “My brother and
his buddy think they can survive Hudson House.”

His friends laughed, too loud, too obnoxiously. “Bet
they run off the porch before they touch the front door,” Steve’s
friend said, to the giggling amusement of the girl in the black
skirt.

I’ve already been inside the
house, Eric wanted to
say. I didn’t run away. I’m not a
fag. I walked through the house and I even found the dead girl.
That’s right, I saw her
ghost.

“Yeah, bro,” Steve said. “You don’t want to go near
that house.”

“Why?”

Steve nodded slowly again, appraising him. “It’s a
messed-up place. I been in there a few times. So has Scooter”—he
gestured to his friend next to the skirt girl—“and it ain’t exactly
safe. We’ve partied in there. Trashed the place. Beer cans, food,
other crap … ”

Did other
crap mean drugs? He had once sneaked
into Steve’s bedroom and discovered a small contraption that
resembled a pipe only it was made of metal and smelled rotten.
Tommy said it was for smoking weed.

“We used to party in the basement. Avoid the cops.
Then we found out the truth. The cops won’t even go there and the
neighbors never complain. You know why? Cause no one wants to go in
there. And if you have the balls to go in, good
luck.”

“But you did.” Had he found the thing living in the
basement, the thing of fur and fangs? Had he discovered a piece of
one of Hox’s victims?

Steve admired his cigarette for a moment. “I’d go
back, too. But I wouldn’t go alone, and I wouldn’t go with someone
who didn’t know
the house. You have to be smart when you go in there,
and you’re not smart enough yet.”

“Smart how?”

“One night a bunch of us were in the house.
Partying. Tim Lebston and his girlfriend went upstairs to … to
be alone. Maybe fifteen minutes later, one of them screamed. We
kicked off the music and stood there. We didn’t want to move, fall
for some stupid joke. Tim came running downstairs, his face dead
white. He said something had happened to his girl. They were …
together and then she just checked out.

“We went upstairs. He had taken her to the third
floor—the attic.” Steve paused. “You know what happened in that
attic, don’t you?”

Eric nodded. The girl swinging back and forth in the
window, blood dripping from mutilated arms.

“We get up there and his girl is laid out flat like
he punched her or something. She was unconscious, passed out. Her
eyelids were shaking like her eyes were moving wildly and her lips
were trembling. When I touched her arm, I jumped back because she
was frozen cold, like she had been left out in a blizzard. Then
this white foam started dribbling from her lips and she started
seizuring.”

Steve inhaled a deep drag from his cigarette; it had
disintegrated to a small stub. “I reached out to touch her again
and a cold rush passed through me. My skin prickled with the cold
and my teeth chattered. For a second, I thought I was going to pass
out, too—got all lightheaded. It passed, but I refused to touch her
again. The other guys said I was freaking out, getting spooked too
easily, but I know what I felt. It was a ghost, or something
worse.”

Eric swallowed. “Worse?”

Steve half-smiled. “You believe in ghosts,
bro?”

Eric nodded.

“Well, ghosts ain’t bad. Ghosts are nothing. What’s
worse than ghosts? There are many, many things that are much worse.
Like demons. You know what those are?”

Eric pictured horned beasts with long talons and
lizard tongues. “Yes.”

“And there aren’t even words for the things worse
than demons. It may sound stupid, but there is evil in the world
and for some things there is no better term to use
than
evil.
Understand?”

Eric nodded again.

“No wonder that serial killer loved that place.
There’s something seriously wrong there.” Steve leaned over toward
Eric. “They said Tim’s girl OD’d, but I know something got her. I
felt it. That’s what I mean by smart. Don’t go into that house
until you’re smart enough to handle it. That place will eat you
alive, Eric.”

The concrete sagged beneath him like the floor in
Hudson House. It might crack, split wide, and swallow him into an
abyss. Steve could be lying, hoping for a quick scare, but Eric had
reason to believe him; he had a Hudson House story of his
own.

Steve relaxed, finished his cigarette, and dropped
it. “We used to party there every month or so. Trash it, like I
said. We haven’t been in a while, you want to know why?” Steve
waited but didn’t appear interested in a response. “Every time we’d
go back, the place would look exactly as it did
before we partied
there. The trash gone—all of it. The floors clean. We’d piss in
there. Scooter took a dump once. Whatever. It would all vanish. No
matter how badly we wrecked that place, it always returned to the
way it had been.”

Color drained from Steve’s face. “I don’t want to go
back in there,” he said softly. “Stay out of that house, Eric.
Don’t even go near Hudson House, not if you know what’s good for
you.”

Steve gestured toward the entry to the funeral home
and Eric headed up the walkway. When he entered, his brother
laughed followed by his friend and the woman in the skirt. They
laughed, but it sounded hollow like Steve’s voice when he
said, I don’t want to go back in
there.

 










Chapter 5

 


A fat priest in black with a pasty face asked for
God’s mercy to ascend Eric’s mother’s soul to His heavenly
quarters. The laughter had stopped. Maybe the people were thinking
of their own deaths and the likelihood of their
ascensions.

After the prayers and sobs—his father’s eyes burning
red—the people who had come to see Eric’s mother a final time began
to leave. Tommy, however, stayed next to Eric.

“We should go back,” he said.

“No.”

For once, Eric wanted to heed his brother’s
advice. Things worse than
demons, his brother had
said.

“You didn’t let me explain.”

“I don’t want to hear it. There is no reason.” His
father was hugging some old woman Eric had never seen before. They
were both crying.

“Can I explain? Are you going to scream
again?”

Eric bit his tongue.

“I told you that I think the house killed your
mother,” Tommy said. “It makes perfect sense. We weren’t supposed
to go in there, we did, and then she died. That’s not a …
what’s it called?”

“Coincidence?”

“Yeah, whatever. It’s not that. Can’t be. Entering
the house screwed things up somehow. We invaded its territory so it
felt the right to screw with ours. It went after your mother
because you entered the house first, but that doesn’t mean I’m not
next, or Ed.”

Where was Ed? Eric hadn’t seen him. Had he even
escaped the house?

“So what if it did,” Eric said. “My mother’s dead
and we can’t change that, can we? We can’t make her alive again,
right?” The urge to scream rose again. He touched the piece of his
mother’s scalp in his pocket.

“No,” Tommy agreed. “We can’t.”

“Why go back then? So the house can kill my father
this time?”

“We need to go back so that the house won’t kill
anyone else.”

“By talking to it? Making a deal with it?” Would the
woman in white listen to their offer or would she slice them as she
had her arms?

A heavy hand settled on Eric’s shoulder and he
thought his brother had come back to drag him outside again. Or
worse, his brother might be in his presentable and loving mode, the
disguise he wore when strangers were around. Eric always wanted to
tell those people that Steve really wasn’t a caring big brother; he
was a mean bastard who loved hurting Eric any way and any time he
could. But the hand belonged to his father’s best friend, Uncle
Pete, so called even though he had no family
relation.

“You holding together?” Uncle Pete
asked.

Stupid adult questions. “Yeah, I’m okay, I
guess.”

“Glad to see you’re with your friends. Times like
these are why friends exist. Be good to each other,
boys.”

They nodded and Uncle Pete lumbered past them toward
Eric’s father. When he reached him, they embraced and Eric’s father
gushed out fresh tears. Eric tried to picture Tommy and himself
sharing a similar moment.

“I saw something,” Tommy said.

Had he noticed Eric’s mother’s chest slowly rising
and falling with life?

“When you left me in there, I saw
something.”

The punch of guilt subsided rapidly. “I saw
something, too,” Eric said. “I saw the woman.”

Tommy’s mouth hung for a moment. “I know I didn’t
believe you, but—”

“What does it matter? I saw her. Bloody arms and
everything.”

Pause. “Did she say anything?”

He heard her piercing moan. “No,” he said. “She
vanished when you hit me.”

Tommy thought for a moment. “I saw something
else.”

“Like what?”

“After you ran out—”

“You told me to.”

“I didn’t care that you left,” he said. “I’m
brave.”

“And my mother’s dead.”

“So’s mine. Welcome to the club.”

Silence between them. The exiting parade of mourners
dragged on. Still, his mother kept breathing.

Tommy’s father entered from an adjacent room. He was
tall, as Tommy would no doubt be one day, and thin, though broader
in the shoulders. He and Tommy could win a father/son look-alike
contest; eventually, Tommy’s face would broaden and tighten,
forming a hard jaw-line common to male movie
stars.

He walked slowly like moving in a dream. His red
eyes matched Eric’s fathers’ and the dark crescents beneath both
men’s eyes competed for Most Tired. They embraced and then Eric’s
father pushed Tommy’s father away; he stumbled backward, almost hit
the wall.

“Sorry, man,” Tommy said. “I know this is a tough
time but—”

“You were messed up in that room,” Eric said. “You
weren’t
right.”

“I saw something amazing. It was so
beautiful.”

“I could tell you were scared.”

Tommy blinked. “Not scared, Eric.
Stunned.”

“What was it?”

“The wall came alive.”

What was he supposed to say to that?
Sounds great, let’s check it
out?

“The house is very special,” Tommy said. “You didn’t
see the wall come alive, didn’t see
beyond
it.”

“You told me to run for my life.”

Tommy waited. Their fathers had launched into a
discussion of whispers and pointing fingers. They both leaned
toward each other, Eric’s father trying to stare Tommy’s father
down even though the man was an inch or two taller. Their words
were lost among the waiting mourners.

“What do you mean, beyond the
wall?”

“Maybe that’s why the house went after you, because
you ran when you were supposed to stay,” Tommy said to himself. “I
stayed and that’s why nothing happened to my
family.”

What about Ed?

Tommy shook his head. “Either way, it doesn’t
matter. We need to go back. You can’t enter that house and then
never go back. It’ll come for you.”

In the pantry when Eric had told Tommy that they
needed to leave Tommy had said, We
can’t. Not yet. Maybe
never.

“What was it?” Eric asked. “What did you
see?”

“I saw that we can’t escape, not by ignoring the
house. We must go back.”

“Why?” Eric almost screamed. A few people glanced
their way. Another outburst. Poor boy. Hard to survive in this
world without your mother. Probably need counseling. Eric’s father
had stepped within an inch of Tommy’s father, who had raised his
hands at his sides as if in surrender. Probably need
family
counseling.

Tommy leaned in like they shared a secret and no one
else was supposed to know about it. “I can’t tell
you.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know how to describe it.”

“I don’t want to go back.”

“You have no choice. The house wants you
back.”

Words did not come in response. They stared at each
other. Ed’s parents strolled over. Ed was not with
them.

“Eric, how are you?” Ed’s mother asked from beside
her husband.

Another stupid adult question.

“I’m getting by, I guess, Mrs. Forlure.” It sounded
like something an adult might say.

“That’s good, honey,” she said.

Her husband gripped her shoulder with one strong
hand. “We’re very sorry for your loss. Your mother was a wonderful
woman.” Tears threatened at the corners of Mrs. Forlure’s
eyes.

Tommy had the guts to ask the obvious: “Where’s
Ed?”

The tears came then, slow at first, only one or two
drops, but once the flood gates opened, the deluge soon began. She
buried her face against her husband’s chest.

Mr. Forlure cleared his throat. “Ed isn’t feeling
well. I’m sorry he’s not here for you, Eric.”

“That’s okay.”

“Can we visit him?” Tommy asked.

Mr. Forlure bit his lip, a slight gesture but one
that betrayed emotions. “You better not,” he said. “Not yet
anyway.”

From the front of the room the sounds of a brief
scuffle pulled everyone’s focus. Eric’s father was shoving Tommy’s
father out of the room. His hands had come down to stop the shove,
but Eric’s father was proving stronger than he
appeared.

“Get out!” Eric’s father shouted and a woman
somewhere gasped.

Tommy’s father’s hands came up again and he backed
away. Eric’s father turned to the remaining mourners and offered
quick handshakes. He worked the rest of the line
rapidly.

“It’s probably best you stay home with your dad for
a while,” Ed’s father said. “This is a time for the
family.”

With that, they left, hugged Eric’s father on the
way out. Eric’s father then shook the priest’s chubby hand
aggressively like they had just made a big money deal. Steve was no
where to be seen.

“What was that?” Eric asked.

“Ed’s parents are weird, just like
Ed.”

“No, your father.”

“I’m not saying we have to go back tonight,” Tommy
said. “But we have to go back.”

“No.”

“Before you decide—”

“I’ve already decided.” He squeezed the piece of his
mother’s scalp.

“Give me one more chance.”

“Why was your father fighting with my
dad?”

“Look like the other way to me.”

Eric wanted to refute and couldn’t. Adult business
was best left to adults. “I’m not going back.”

“Let’s talk to Ed.”

“His parents just said no.”

Tommy shrugged. “If I convince Ed to go back to
Hudson House, will you go, too?”

In his pocket, his mother’s scalp crumbled between
his fingers.










Chapter 6

 


Before the coffin was sealed and taken to the church
for the final rites, the immediate family was allowed to view the
deceased once more.

Eric stood center in front of Steve and their
father, dad’s hands cupping their shoulders—a macabre family
picture, forever absent the matriarch. The woman who would never
stand among them again, never mind smile in a family portrait, laid
before them in a wooden box the color of cherry, with fluffy white
fabric puffed around her body.

Eric’s mother didn’t resemble the woman he had
called “Mom” for eleven years. Her face appeared different,
recognizable but changed. Eric wouldn’t pinpoint the reason until
many hours later: make-up covered her face, which made it greasy
and false. His mother had never worn so much make-up in life. The
red splotches in her cheeks resembled swirls of blood. This
illusion of life reminded Eric of the blood puddle on the kitchen
floor.

As during her “viewing,” Eric’s mother breathed
slowly and steadily—a gentle rise and fall that only he
noticed.

His father choked back a few tears. “She was a
wonderful woman, an amazing mother to both of you, and a caring
wife. I loved her so much. So much.”

He squeezed Eric’s shoulder; the padding in his suit
crumpled. His mother kept breathing. He wanted to be somewhere
else.

“I never imagined this,” his father said. “We were
supposed to grow old together. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I
love you, Laura.” After another stifling of tears, he told his sons
to say goodbye.

Steve nudged Eric toward the coffin. The kneeling
thing had been taken away. The flowers that had surrounded the
casket last night had been removed, shipped off to the church. The
arrangement of white roses that draped over the lower portion of
the coffin remained. The flowers smelled of
vinegar.

Eric stepped to the edge of the coffin. He fingered
the piece of his mother’s scalp in his pocket. He couldn’t take it
out and drop it on her. His father would say something. Hell, Steve
might even grab it, want to know what it was, maybe throw it out.
He could drop the piece of her head into the hole when they buried
her.

“I’m sorry,” he said. His father started crying. His
hand shook on Eric’s shoulder. This
wasn’t supposed to happen. “I’m
sorry,” Eric repeated. He started to turn back but Steve nudged him
again. Without seeking confirmation, he knew what he was supposed
to do, for his father.

Eric leaned forward, over his mother’s slowly
breathing body, and kissed her blood-red cheek. Contrary to the
image of blood, her flesh cooled his lips, like kissing a frozen
slab of meat.

His brother pushed him to the side and kissed their
mother’s forehead where no red makeup had been applied. Then his
father told them to wait outside. Steve and Eric walked out of the
room and listened to their father cry over his lost wife. Steve
went outside to smoke. Eric waited and listened.

Sometime later, Eric’s father came out, shoulders
hunched, eyes red again, tie crooked.

This wasn’t supposed to
happen.

* * *

The church service went on forever. Eric’s suit made
his armpits sweat and his pants wedged his underwear into his butt
crack. He tried unsuccessfully to remove the wedgie by tugging at
his pant legs but stopped when Steve gave him a warning stare. Like
this was his fault.

Behind him, Tommy nodded.

His mother’s casket—completely closed and sealed
now—sat in the main aisle that led to the altar. The roses had been
moved to the center of the coffin. Was her head toward the altar or
her feet?

Eric didn’t recognize most of the people crowding
the pews in the church. The priest was the same one from the
funeral home. The temperature in the church rose steadily during
the service. The hymns were endless.

At one point, the choir belted out three songs,
which meant everyone had to keep standing. Would he pass out from
standing in this heat? Eric did not sing these songs, nor did he
follow along in a hymnal. Neither did Steve. Their father tried his
best to sing, but the tears stopped up his throat too many times
for it to resemble anything better than strangled
coughing.

Eric didn’t hear the songs, only begged for them to
end. Later, well into the service, the choir started, “Thine be the
Glory.” For whatever reason, this song broke through the cotton in
Eric’s ears. The hymn was about Jesus’ conquering of death, how He
rose from the dead, ascended to heaven, and now greeted each new
soul that ascended to His kingdom to live forever in His
glory. Endless is the victory, thou
over death hast
won.

Eric had heard of life as a poker game—play the
cards you’re dealt—but if losing at the poker of life meant death,
loss was nothing when God was the dealer. God didn’t deal you a new
set of cards; He escorted you from the table to the private lounge
where the party never stopped. His mother had been freed from the
game and invited to the party. Tears ran out his eyes. He didn’t
wipe at them; it felt okay to cry here in this church surrounded by
singing strangers. Perhaps, as the song said,
death hath lost its
sting.

By the final refrain, Eric had taken up the
two-lined chorus. The words did not sound beautiful or holy falling
from his tone-deaf mouth, but the words did calm him. His mother
was okay. She had lost, yes, though in reality she had really won
the ultimate prize: eternal life. He even managed a slight smile
when the song peaked its final note.

When the post-song hush swept through the church,
Eric thought he could accept this. His mother was gone. She’d
played the game and left him behind. That was okay. He’d join her
at the party one day.

The priest stood near the coffin but not too close,
Bible in hand, preparing to deliver the Gospel. The priest was
supposed to walk past the coffin to the middle of the church and
begin reading from the large book in his hands, but he had stopped
during the song and stared at the casket.

From within the coffin, Eric’s mother screamed; it
sounded like she was yelling through a pillow shoved over her face.
The cry was desperate, longing, hysterical. The coffin shook on the
casters beneath it. His mother was rocking it side to side, beating
at the wooden box for exit. Sealed. She had been sleeping after all
and had awoken during that
song—arisen—to
find herself trapped in a wooden box with soft, white fabrics
suffocating her.

The priest rested a hand on the cherry wood. Next
the fat man would cry out that Laura Hunter was alive, that God had
created a miracle and given life back to this most deserving woman,
and did anyone have a crowbar? And someone would run toward the
front with some kind of metal tool and pry open the box and Eric’s
mother would lurch up from her intended final bed with a horrified,
desperate gasp.

The priest nodded at the shaking coffin and
proceeded the rest of the way down the aisle and started the
Gospel. Everyone turned to eye the priest while he read some holy
passage. The coffin continued to rock back and forth, threatening
to tip over and crash onto the floor. His mother screamed from
within, panicked now, air rapidly vanishing.

Only Eric knew her horror. He poked his father. His
father bent down. “Do you see, dad?” He pointed toward the coffin
that rocked violently like it might explode. His father nodded,
mouthed, I
know, and hugged Eric against
him.

Eric pushed out of his father’s grip. The Gospel
according to whoever concluded and the priest began the sermon,
which was really the eulogy. The coffin stopped shaking. Life
renewed had once more been taken. When the service culminated with
“Amazing Grace,” Eric wanted to scream at everyone for pretending
to see when they had each been blind to his mother’s desperate plea
for help. Even he had been too afraid to help
her.

That night, he suffered the first of the nightmares.
He ran to the coffin, smacked into it, and knocked it off its
rolling stand. It crashed to the floor with a deafening bang that
shook the entire church. The coffin lid creaked open. He dove
inside to embrace his mother and couldn’t stop when the woman in
white reached toward him with her mangled, bleeding arms. Her eyes
were white again and her mouth open in that hollow
scream.

He awoke with a start, covered in sweat. “Things
worse than demons,” he said through panting
breath.

 










Chapter 7

 


Tommy came by the next day. Eric told his father he
felt ill and though his father’s eyebrows rose in suspicion, his
father relayed the message. Eric watched from his bedroom window as
Tommy walked down the driveway to the street. Tommy stopped and
glanced up. Eric jumped back, his window blinds snapping into
place. Tommy had seen him and knew Eric wasn’t
sick.

He didn’t have time to waste with Tommy’s plans for
the return to Hudson House. Tommy’s belief that they needed to
reconcile the wrong done to the house made a certain amount of
sense and Eric knew there was no way to talk Tommy out of
returning, but he wanted to delay the trip as long as possible.
Could he delay it endlessly?

Eric had his own theory to
explore.

His father kept a study downstairs, a room that in
other people’s houses might have been a bedroom or a family room or
a storage area, but Eric’s father had claimed it as an office with
a large desk at the far end (perpetually covered in papers) and
shelves stuffed with books on all the walls. “Why is your office so
messy?” Eric had asked him a few years ago. “Yes, dear,” his mother
said, “Why is that?” Eric’s father smiled. “It’s not an office,
son; it’s a study.” Eric asked what the difference was and after a
moment, Eric’s father said, “An office is a place of rigid work. A
study is a lounge of intellectual exploration.” His mother burst
out laughing.

When not at work, Eric’s father spent most of his
time in the study. Had he not been napping right now, he would be
behind his desk, shuffling papers. Eric entered the room carefully,
as if a wrong step might set off an alarm. He went right to the set
of encyclopedias. His father had pointed them out once with pride.
“If you ever need to find something out, look no further.” Eric
hoped he was right.

He removed the one marked number four: Birmingham to
Burlington. The book weighed more than he expected and strained his
arms after only a few moments. He set it on the floor and flipped
through pages of black and white text and pictures until he found
BURIAL. The entry told him to See DEATH CUSTOMS AND RITES. That led
him to book eight: Corot to Desdemona.

He finally found the entry on page 568. He read
through the reasons for burial rites (dispose of the body, aid the
passage of the soul, reorganize the family/society) and skipped
over the various Methods of Disposal—primitive man ate the brains
of the dead to gain their knowledge while Polynesian people remove
the skin of the dead to free the spirit. Two pages of double
columns in tiny print later, Eric found Live
Burials.

It was once almost commonplace for people to be
buried alive. During the earliest days of civilized society and
into the twentieth century, the limits of medical knowledge meant
many sick people ended up under ground before their time. Some
people came alive during funeral services, knocking and beating on
the inside of their coffin to be freed. Some people, the article
explained, refused to acknowledge the cries from within the
coffin—a kind of group paralysis took hold of entire churches full
of people. Though a coffin might have rocked back and forth, people
didn’t always save the suddenly alive. The person in the box was
supposed to be dead. The cries for help could have been tricks of
the mind or even a trick of the Devil. Though not common, it was
documented at least a few times. A few times, however, was all it
took to create a pervasive fear of live burial.

To allay those fears, numerous concoctions were
devised for the dead, once interred, to signal that he or she had
been buried alive. One of these inventions was a bell attached to a
string with the other end attached to one of the presumably dead
person’s fingers: if the person came alive, he or she could pull on
the string and ring the bell placed at the base of the tombstone
above. The family would visit daily for weeks after burial hoping
for the bell to ring. There was at least one documented case in
which the bell did ring but during the exhumation the weight of the
dirt collapsed the coffin lid, crushing the person
inside.

Eric would convince his father to install a bell
system at his mother’s grave. He would visit it every day and wait
for the bell to ring—he’d prove his mother was not dead, that she
had been screaming sealed inside her coffin during her funeral. It
had not been a trick of his mind, but rather a collective paralysis
that kept the other witnesses in denial.

Eric moved the encyclopedias around so the gap for
Number Eight wasn’t as obvious and then he slipped back upstairs to
his room. He read the paragraphs on live burial twice more, the
last time taking notes. He even drew a depiction of the bell and
string device. He’d make it himself if he had to. His mother was
alive—she had to be.

“Son.”

Eric yelped. His father had snuck into the room
without making a sound.

“Tommy’s back again. He said he has to talk to
you.”

“Dad, listen. We have to help
mom.”

His father’s face scrunched together like he had
bitten into a lemon. He led Eric to the bed where the encyclopedia
lay open; Eric’s drawing lay beside it. Action figures and Match
Box cars were strewn around the floor. After the funeral, Eric had
tried to play with his toys, but none of them had been able to grab
his attention for longer than a minute or two.

“Not much fun playing by yourself, is
it?”

“We have to help her,” Eric said
again.

His father’s gaze went from the toys to the
encyclopedia to Eric. “Your mother is dead, Eric. You know that,
don’t you?”

Eric was shaking his head before his father
finished. “There’s a chance, dad. Listen. At the church, I heard
her. I heard mom crying for help. She was alive. She even rocked
the coffin back and forth. We have to set up this bell at her grave
so we’ll know when she wakes up.” He showed him the
drawing.

His father’s grip tightened on Eric’s shoulder and
the tears returned. He pulled his son close and cried into Eric’s
hair. He cried for several minutes before speaking. “Your mother’s
dead. She’s not coming back no matter how much we want her
to.”

“I checked the encyclopedia. Mom may be buried
alive. It’s happen before. It used to happen all the time. It could
have happened again.”

His father battled off more tears. “She’s not alive,
Eric. You have to accept that. Don’t spend time trying to bring her
back. You can’t. I don’t want you reading about such stuff.” He
shut the encyclopedia. “She does live on. She is still alive in our
minds and our hearts. Remember that. Go play with Tommy. You’re
only causing yourself more grief.”

“It
is
possible.”

“No,” his father said loudly. “It’s
not.”

Eric cringed from his father, who had seldom raised
his voice. He didn’t even scream when Steve crashed the family car
into the fire hydrant down the street. Steve had probably been high
on something.

“Dad, she didn’t die by chance. There’s something
else that—”

His father pressed a finger to Eric’s mouth. “Listen
to me now, Eric, and listen very carefully. I’m sorry that I raised
my voice to you. This is a very difficult time. We all loved her so
much, but she is dead and I’ll tell you how I know
that.”

Eric sensed something heavy coming, words that might
crush him.

His father withdrew his hand from Eric’s face and
counted on his fingers. “One, she was dead. You saw her in the
kitchen. I know that was hard for you to come home and see that.
But she was dead. She didn’t suffer. Her brain stopped working and
she died. The doctors at the hospital confirmed
that.

“Two, your mother was embalmed. They didn’t used to
do that years ago. It means that the blood is drained from the
body.”

Eric pictured vampires surrounding his mother’s
coffin, fangs slicing into her flesh, blood splattering on their
chins and spilling at their inhuman feet.

“Three, she was cremated. That means that we didn’t
bury her. We had her returned to ashes, like the priest
said.”

Eric shook his head. His mother might have been
alive when her coffin rolled into the fire pit. What had her last
thought been before the fire engulfed her brain?

“She’s not dead,” he said. “Not embalmed. Not
cremated. Not dead! Not
dead!”

His father hugged him close, soothed his cries. “You
don’t have to get over your grief yet, son. It’s okay to cry or be
angry. But you have to accept that she is gone. Your mother is
dead. We are not, so we must carry on as she would have expected us
to.”

He hugged his father, who cried into Eric’s hair
again. All was lost. None of it mattered anymore: the screaming in
the casket, the bell contraption for the mistakenly buried, the
hope to save his mother.

The order of his family had been permanently
changed. The sky could be green now, the oceans
purple.

Tommy was right. The house did
this.

It had caused, at least in some way, his mother’s
death. The balance of Eric’s family had been shattered because Eric
had intruded on Hudson House. It was only keeping things balanced.
Eric had done something wrong, offended the house, or the woman,
and so his mother’s death was on his shoulders. Just like the girl
who had OD’d in the house, Eric’s mother had paid the price. Why
had she suffered instead of Eric? He didn’t know but he knew that
it was his fault. He would not turn his back on that burden. He had
wronged the house somehow and the house had taken its revenge, but
the house might not be done. What if the house had only begun its
vengeance? How many more would die?

Worse than
demons.

When his father finally broke the hug, Eric said,
“I’m going to hang out with Tommy.”

His father’s smile seemed pathetic,
weak. This wasn’t supposed to
happen, his father had said. He had
been right and now Eric had to make sure nothing worse
did.

“I know you saw what happened at the wake,” his
father said. “Tommy’s father and I, we go back a long way. There’s
a lot of history. We said some things we shouldn’t have. I let my
emotions take control.”

Eric shrugged. He no longer cared what had happened
between them. He had to get to Tommy and get back to Hudson
House.

“It had nothing to do with you,” his father said. “I
just wanted you to know that and not to worry,
okay?”

He nodded.

His father picked up the encyclopedia. “Your
mother’s in a better place.”

Before Eric left his room to meet up with Tommy, he
retrieved the token taken from the house, the proof of his visit.
He placed it in his pocket next to the piece of his mother’s
scalp.

 










Chapter 8

 


On the way to Ed’s house, Eric told Tommy how the
visit to Hudson House would go down. They would go together, as a
group. They would not separate, not even for a moment. They would
each have a flashlight and some kind of weapon, maybe a baseball
bat or a hammer. Tommy nodded throughout Eric’s litany. When Eric
stopped, Tommy laughed. “You’re too uptight.”

“You don’t think we should be?”

“The house may be dangerous, but hammers? You going
to drive nails into ghosts?” Tommy patted him on the back. “We
should go in prepared, I agree. But we don’t need to freak out
about it. You’ll understand once you see.”

“See what?”

Tommy smiled.

It was pointless pressing him to elaborate. If Tommy
didn’t want to share something, it might as well be locked in a
safe. Still. What was he hiding? No matter what Tommy knew, they
had to go back to Hudson House. Tommy was right about that, though
Eric suspected his reasons were different from
Tommy’s.

Tommy’s smile faded after a while. They didn’t talk.
Eric kicked at small rocks in the street along the curb. Tommy
tried to balance-beam his way across the curb but kept slipping
every few feet and cursing. Their shadows stretched behind them
like alien bodies. They crossed over Mangle Lane, where Hudson
House stood at the opposite corner of Mangle and Jackson Drive.
Eric paused in the middle of the street. The tall trees surrounding
Hudson House obscured it from this angle but Eric still felt the
house’s presence. The gravel driveway jutted out past the tree line
and the sight of it, so completely harmless, triggered a deep
shiver from his butt to the back of his neck.

The swaying trees called to him, invited him to stop
by, come in for a moment out of the cold, let the house warm him
up. He stepped toward the house, actually toward it, stopped, and
stared at his foot. What was he doing? Going to the House
unprepared was stupid and going now just before sunset was so
stupid it was asking for death. His foot did not want to retreat
and his other wanted to join it. His legs had disconnected form his
brain. They had decided to take him where they wanted to go and
that place was Hudson House.

“No,” Eric said. He felt pathetic, saying no to his
own legs. The vocalization may have been a moment of weakness but
his legs fell back within the control of his brain. He turned from
the house and warmed. Tommy had kept walking.

Eric ran after him. When he reached him, Eric
grabbed Tommy and pulled him off the curb. “You didn’t feel
that?”

“Knocking me off the curb?”

“No, the house. You didn’t feel it …
pulling?”

Tommy smile again. “I feel it
everywhere.”

Eric yanked him off the curb again. “What do you
mean?”

“Don’t worry, Eric,” he said. “You’ll be back inside
the house soon.”

“Not because I want to.”

“You’re going back because you have to. The house
wants you back.” Tommy jumped on the curb and scurried along it for
several feet before slipping again.

The house didn’t want him. Eric needed the house to
back off, stay away from his family, that’s all. If Tommy was right
then Eric’s intention was irrelevant. He convinced himself that he
had to go back to the house but in reality the house wanted him
back. The place might even hunger for him. Reentering that house
with good intent didn’t mean anything if the residents had
malicious ones. Things worse than
demons.

He couldn’t back out now. He had agreed to go back
on the condition that Tommy convinced Ed to do so, too. Eric could
do his best to work against Tommy and get Ed to refuse, but doing
that risked Tommy’s aggression and, even worse, the house’s anger.
That sounded so ridiculous. The house expected him
back—had those trees been waving to
him?—not going back would incite its
evil, bring more death. No matter what he did, though, he might be
trapped. If the house wanted another life, Eric hoped it would take
Steve.

He didn’t feel guilty for thinking that. In fact,
wishing harm against Steve felt good, right. Maybe that would be
the deal: the house could take Steve and Eric would never even look
at Hudson House again. Fair is fair, after all. He grinned but
quickly covered it as though he had snot hanging out of his nose.
He should be embarrassed, ashamed. What would his mother say? She’d
say better Steve than Eric.

Would she?

“Yes,” Eric said.

Ed lived in a bi-level house where they called the
first floor the basement and the kitchen was upstairs with the
bedrooms. The sun had nearly set when Tommy knocked on the white
storm door. Ed’s mother answered. The fading light accentuated the
wrinkles around her eyes so they resembled the long, thin legs of a
spider.

“Hello boys,” she said.

“Can Ed come out and play, Mrs.
Forlure?”

She gazed past them in the direction of Hudson
House. Had it called to her? “It’s late, isn’t
it?”

“Tomorrow’s Saturday,” Tommy said. He had put on
his I’m-a-good-kid-whom
every-parent-should-trust
mask.

Still distracted, she said, “I’m very sorry about
your mother, Eric. How’s your father?”

Eric shrugged. His father’s eyes had been dark red
when Eric left. “Okay, I guess.”

“You tell him to come over with you and your brother
anytime for dinner. We are always happy to have
you.”

Eric didn’t say anything. He didn’t want his father
crying at the Forlure’s dinner table.

“So,” Tommy said. “Can he?”

She sighed. “He’s not feeling
well.”

“Sick? On Friday?” Tommy had let that comment slip
without realizing it.

“I’ll be honest with you. Ed hasn’t come out of his
room since your mother died. I think he’s taking it
hard.”

Shame flushed inside Eric. He should be at home,
too, locked in his room weeping.

“Maybe we can brighten him up,” Tommy
said.

Mrs. Forlure smiled just enough to show
appreciation. “He said it was his fault your mother died, Eric. Do
you know why he might say that?”

“No,” Eric said instantly and wanted to
add: because he didn’t kill her,
Hudson House did.

“Sounds like he needs his friends,” Tommy
said.

She smiled more believably this time. “Perhaps
you’re right. It’s so amazing the three of you are so close.” She
stepped aside. “You know where his room is.”

Eric followed Tommy up the stairs and down the hall
to Ed’s bedroom. Tommy’s performance was nauseating. How could a
kid have so many different sides to him? Which one was
real? A
smooth-talker, Eric’s mother had
said. Did that mean he shouldn’t be trusted? And what had Mrs.
Forlure meant when she said it was amazing how close the three of
them were? It sounded like something adults just said, one of those
confusing but pointless phrases they dropped like
One day you’ll
understand. It seemed like one of
those throwaway phrases, but not completely. Had she meant that
close friendships were amazing? Or had she meant that their
friendship was amazing because the three of them were so
different?

Tommy knocked on Ed’s door and entered without
waiting for a reply. “Hey, buddy,” Tommy said. “Are you on house
arrest?”

Ed sat on the edge of his bed, leaning over with his
elbows on his thighs, hands between his legs. He wore jeans and a
Ghostbusters T-shirt. He did not look up as they
entered.

Tommy stepped up to him, asked if he was superglued
in place, and waved his hand in front of Ed’s. Ed did not respond,
which made Tommy laugh and encouraged him to wave his hand faster
and closer to Ed’s face. It was like watching a cruel experiment on
an animal too sedated to respond. Or too horrified. Ed might be
dead, frozen in that hunched-over position. Tommy finally grew
tired of the game and mashed his open palm against Ed’s
nose.

Ed glanced at both of them, blinked several times.
“What?”

Tommy laughed. “What do you mean, ‘what’? You’re not
leaving your room anymore?”

Ed shrugged.

“You eat in here, too? What about pissing? Don’t
tell me you have a bottle under your bed.”

“What do you want?” Ed’s voice drooped with
exhaustion. It sounded like he hadn’t slept in days. Maybe he
hadn’t. Eric sympathized.

“You’d think we’d get a little more appreciation
than that.” Tommy winked at Eric. The nausea returned. “We’re
trying to help you, buddy. You ought to be happy we aren’t letting
you rot in here. I mean, it stinks. You’re not crapping in here,
are you?”

Ed stood. “Don’t bother asking.”

“You don’t even know what—”

“I’m not going back.”

“I think the stench in here is clogging your
brain.”

“You want to go back to Hudson House.” Ed’s voice
strengthened. “I’m not going. There’s no way. That place is …
wrong.”

“It’s not—”

“We know,” Eric said, cutting Tommy off.
“It is
wrong or haunted or something, but that’s why we have
to go back. We need to straighten things out. We need to make
everything right again.”

Energy drained from Ed. “We killed your mother,
Eric. She died because we went in there. I’m not going
back.”

The reality of the situation seemed absurd, yet
there it was. “We didn’t kill her,” Eric said. “The house
did.”

“Because of us.” Ed dropped back onto the bed,
leaned forward again to stare at the floor.

“We didn’t do anything bad,” Eric said, though he
didn’t entirely believe it. They had entered where they were not
welcome. They offended the house, which took action against
them—against him.

“The house wants us back,” Tommy said. “You feel
that, right?”

Ed considered him. “I’m not going
back.”

“The house took my mother, but that doesn’t mean it
is finished taking. It may go after you next, or
Tommy.”

Tommy grunted as though the suggestion was
laughable. No house would dare hunt Tommy or his family. It knew
better, just like the kids at school knew better. Tommy had once
punched a kid so hard in the nose that blood spurted from the
nostrils and the nose was permanently crooked. The victim had
called Tommy a homo.

“Going back into the house will only make it more
angry,” Ed said.

“It doesn’t get angry.”

“I don’t think so either,” Eric said. The house was
a living thing but not something with emotions. It was an entity
devoid of feelings or human response. “The house is evil,” he said
and believed it completely.

“It’s not evil,” Tommy said. “You two are such
cowards. You’ll think different after you see what I
saw.”

“No,” Ed said.

“I think we need to try,” Eric said. “We need to do
it to protect our families and ourselves.”

“You can’t reason with it.”

Eric opened his mouth to disagree, stopped. He had
imagined doing just that. He’d search for the woman in white and
then make a deal with her: stay away from our families and we’ll
never come back here. What did he expect the woman to do? She
wasn’t the pinkie-swearing type.

“We’re not going back to reason with it,” Tommy
said. “We’re going back because we have to. It wants us back and so
we will go. It doesn’t want to hurt us. It wants to help
us.”

That was an interesting surprise.

Ed beat Eric to the obvious question:
“How?”

Tommy smiled. “That’s why you have to come with
us—to see how.”

“Go without me.”

“No.” Tommy said in his bully voice, the one he used
to get kids to move out of his way in the hall or allow him to cut
in the lunch line. “We go together. No excuses. Don’t make us drag
you there.”

Ed’s expression exposed the very real fear that
Tommy would tie up Ed and drag him back to Hudson House if he
didn’t go willingly. Eric wondered, not for the first time, if
Steve had been like Tommy when he was younger. If Tommy tried to
forcefully move Ed, Eric would not want to help but he’d have to.
He couldn’t refuse Tommy. Besides, Tommy was right: the three of
them needed to go back to the house. It at least offered better
odds for survival.

“Since I left that house,” Ed said, “I haven’t gone
out of this one. I try not to leave my room except when I have to.
My mother said I have to go back to school on Monday, but I don’t
want to. I’m safe in this room, away from that house. If I go
outside again, it’ll get me.”

Eric hadn’t been in school all week, either. He
couldn’t go back after the events in Hudson House and his mother’s
death. The balance of his world had been shattered. It needed to be
restored.

Tommy stepped closer to Ed and dropped to one knee.
He might have been proposing. “Stop worrying about the house
getting you,” he said in that bully voice. “It’s already got
you.”

“I didn’t run out of the house,” Ed said. “Not
immediately. I didn’t leave for a long time.”

“I heard the door bang shut.”

“Sounds don’t make sense in there,” Ed said. “That’s
something I learned. I turned from the kitchen, but I didn’t have a
flashlight. I thought I remembered the layout of the house but I
didn’t. Or the house didn’t let me.”

Eric didn’t want Ed to continue. He wanted to keep
Ed’s experience away from him like it was a diseased
person.

“You hit the wall?”

“Not
a wall, all of them.
It doesn’t make any sense, but it happened. The darkness surrounded
me, hit me, froze
me in place.”

“You were too scared to move,” Tommy said. He moved
toward the door.

“I was scared but I couldn’t move because the house
didn’t want me to move. It wouldn’t let me. Maybe the walls did
move and cornered me or maybe something else happened; either way,
I couldn’t move, trapped in the dark. It was so dark, I couldn’t
see my hands.”

In the subsequent pause, Tommy grunted and Eric
stared at his friend. Ed was a timid kid who preferred to follow
others than risk appearing stupid as a leader. He could crack some
good jokes, but he only did that when he was relaxed and
comfortable, not afraid of being mocked. Around Tommy, Ed kept his
mouth shut and his step in lock with Tommy’s lead. What he was
saying now was contrary to his typical manner. He wasn’t afraid to
let Tommy laugh at him because what he had experienced had scared
him too much to care.

“The walls tried to crush me. They closed all around
me. I couldn’t breathe. I screamed as loud as I could but my shout
was gone the moment I let it out. It was like the darkness was
sucking up my yells. Then the walls retreated. I don’t know how
long I was stuck like that in the darkness. It felt like forever. I
couldn’t hear anything except my heartbeat, which was exploding in
my ears. It got so cold that I was shivering by the time I found
the front door and ran home. The whole way home I felt the house
behind me, running after me. I ran to my room and I’ve tried to
stay here since. I don’t want to go back. What if the house decides
not to let me go again? What if the house crushes me in the
dark?”

Ed knew enough not to cry in Tommy’s presence but
his voice quavered on the word ‘dark’ and he rubbed his eyes.
Silence sat among them for a minute.

“We’ll each have flashlights,” Tommy
said.

“And weapons,” Eric added.

“Why didn’t the house grab me when it had the
chance? Why did it let me go?”

Eric couldn’t respond, but Tommy had the answer.
“Because it knows you’d come back.”

Eric wanted to tell Ed that he didn’t have to go
back. He and Tommy would go by themselves and face whatever was
coming. Ed could stay confined in his bedroom for the rest of his
life if he wanted to. Eric wanted to say that but didn’t, couldn’t.
Eric didn’t want to reenter Hudson House with only Tommy. He needed
another friend, someone more cautious, and someone he could
trust.

“When do we go back?” Eric asked.

That smile again. “On Halloween, of course. At
sunset.”

 










Chapter 9

 


Halloween wasn’t until Tuesday, three days away.
Eric recommended that Tommy and Ed get flashlights as he would for
himself and weapons, too. Tommy said he’d bring an
axe.

“You can’t bring an axe,” Eric
said.

“Why not?”

“Because you might hurt one of
us.”

“Don’t you trust me?”

Eric ignored the question. “No
axe.”

“You were the one who wanted to bring weapons,”
Tommy said.

“Not an axe. Something
appropriate.”

“Like?”

Eric shrugged. He knew what he would bring. “A
baseball bat or something.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ed said. “The only way to stay
safe is to stay out of that house.”

“We’ll be looking out for each
other.”

“And the house will be all around us, like those
dark walls.”

Eric wanted to get out of Ed’s room, get back into
his own. Ed had always been a good friend—more responsible than
Tommy when it came to borrowing action figures or a baseball glove,
but always more reluctant to do things outside of his room, to
explore the unknown, to search for adventure. Ed preferred his
bedroom to any other location. That attitude had infected the room
like a gas that felt very heavy. If Eric didn’t leave soon, he’d
have to sit down and then he’d end up on the floor and then hours
would pass. Eventually, he’d become like Ed, stuck and
afraid.

Something was emanating off of Ed, something
toxic.
Cowardice, Tommy
would have said. It wasn’t that simple. Ed was afraid but this
feeling of offness
about his friend went deeper than fear. The house
wasn’t the reason; it was the cause. With invisible fingers, the
house had reached into Ed’s body and began pulling it apart. That
Ed had actually entered Hudson House was amazing.

Ed said no more and Tommy and Eric left. Tommy
commented several times on the walk back about what a fag Ed was
but Eric didn’t take the bait. He felt better walking away from
Ed’s house; the gas had cleared, making it easier to think. The sun
had set while they were in Ed’s room; a chilly October evening had
settled in.

Eric didn’t realize he and Tommy had turned onto
Mangle Lane until they stood in front of Hudson House. Eric rubbed
his eyes. Was this a dream? How had they gotten here? The house
stood out from the night, its outline definite and pronounced but
also completely dark. The house should have vanished into the night
but it stood out, as if the night couldn’t conceal it. That didn’t
make sense, but at least the third floor windows were
empty.

Tommy stared at the house and a smile stretched his
cheeks. When Tommy stepped onto the tall, yellow grass of the front
lawn and dry leaves crinkled beneath his sneakers, Eric grabbed his
arm. “You said Halloween.”

“Relax,” he said. “We’re not going in. We’re just
checking it out.”

“Why?”

“Think of it as a military mission. Before we can
attack the house, we’ve got to know what we’re dealing with. We’ll
check around back, the yard, whatever. We won’t go inside, don’t
worry.” He added something under his breath that might have
been
fag.

“It’s dark.”

Tommy laughed and shook his head. He withdrew a
lighter from his pocket and showcased the small flame. The light
didn’t reach farther than the two of them but it wouldn’t do to
explain that to Tommy. His eyes glimmered in the flickering
flame.

Eric followed Tommy across the yard next to the
slate walkway toward the porch. The four pillars leading from the
porch to the roof were giant fangs in an enormously dark mouth.
Tommy headed toward that mouth for a moment and then diverted away
to the left corner of the house. The crunching leaves could have
been firecrackers.

“People might see us.”

“Like your girlfriend?”

The neighbors never
complain, Steve had
said. You know why? Cause no one
wants to go in there.

The maple tree in the front yard was set just left
of the center so that even as the tree grew taller and taller every
year, it never blocked the third floor window. Like it knew that
the woman in the window didn’t want to be blocked. Most of the
maple’s leaves had fallen so the tree stood as a dinosaur
skeleton.

The tree line started just before the porch.
Evergreen trees stretched up to the third floor of the house and
created a solid fence deep into the backyard. A car passed on
Jackson Drive. The headlights flashed in between the trees making
them appear on fire. No light penetrated along the lower half of
the tree line—the bushy bottoms of the evergreens created a solid
blockade. It might be enough to trap them, if the house wanted.
Tommy walked past the porch along the side of the house. The grass
tangled up their legs like tentacles.

Tommy stopped, stepped closer to the house. He held
the lighter before him so that it lit up the plywood nailed over
the living room windows. The numbers 666 had bled considerably when
someone spray-painted them on the wood. The blood had dried a dark
red. PAINT, not blood—paint, not
blood. Tommy turned to Eric with one
of his smiles. The flame in his hand turned his teeth a sickish
yellow.

A demon face adorned the plywood covering the next
window. The face was crude, like something a kid might scribble in
the margin of his notebook. Eyes larger than Eric’s hands and a
gaping mouth with razor teeth big enough to chop off his head in
one bite; it should have been comical, especially with the pointy
horns on its head. Eric did not laugh.

“Let’s go,” he said.

Tommy stepped toward the image and brought the
lighter close enough for the flame to touch the wood. Maybe the
house would catch fire. Good. Let it burn. That would solve
everything. The flame flickered a few times and expanded,
stretching over the giant mouth toward the eyes. The lighter had
become a flamethrower or a medieval torch.

Eric stepped back but Tommy didn’t move.
“Cool.”

“Careful,” Eric said. The flame might jump onto
Tommy’s face. Would Tommy still smile when his eyes melted down his
cheeks?

“The house is glad we’re back,” he said. “This
proves it.”

“Fine. Let’s go and we’ll come back on Halloween.”
The giant flame danced before the demon’s face, making it appear to
move. It gave the face eyelids that blinked.

Tommy reached toward the demon image with his other
hand and Eric bit his tongue. This was like watching the guy at the
circus swallow fire: you expected his neck to erupt in
flames.

Tommy’s fingers touched the corner of the demon’s
mouth and traced over its long teeth. His fingers stopped, caught,
and his hand smacked the board like the demon had sucked it into
its mouth. Tommy cried out. The sudden noise startled Eric back a
few more steps and sent his heart galloping like a horse out of the
gates. The giant flame burst even larger. The fire lit the whole
demon face and the eyes blinked and came alive. They focused on
Tommy—a predator assessing his prey.

Tommy screamed louder. Eric couldn’t move, didn’t
want to move. If he touched Tommy, the house would get them both.
The best option was to run, flee from this evil house and never
return. Shame flooded him but not enough to quench fear. Run or
help: Eric could only watch Tommy writhe with one hand stuck to the
demon’s mouth and the other holding an enormous
flame.

The lighter erupted. The flame engulfed Tommy’s
hand, surrounded it in an instant in a dark blue ball. Tommy
screamed as if his hollering might extinguish the fire. His voice
echoed between the house and the wall of evergreens behind them.
Tremors vibrated throughout his body, which turned his screams into
rolling shrieks that made Eric think of a slaughterhouse. Then
Tommy dropped back from the house like it had pushed him off (or
the demon had spit him out) and he dropped to the ground with
flames eating his right hand.

Eric stood in place. This was a horrifying dream
that would end soon; it had to. Like
when you found your mother dead in a puddle of her blood? Had the
nightmare suddenly ended? Had she really not
died?

Someone else appeared from behind the
house—the woman in
white—and approached quickly,
yelling something. Several others appeared from around the corner
and surrounded Tommy and the flame vanished but the stink of
charred meat hung in the air, which made Eric step back even
farther until something poked his back and he thought someone else
had appeared from the darkness, but, no, just an evergreen branch,
not a person, not a ghost.

“What the hell happened?” Eric’s brother glared at
him from beside Tommy. The moonlight reflected in Steve’s enlarged,
glazed eyes, like those of an owl.

Steve and four of his friends had run from the
darkness behind the house at the sound of Tommy’s screams. Had they
been following Eric and Tommy, hoping for such a moment? The fury
in his brother’s face said no. His brother and his friends had been
up to something unrelated but Tommy’s stupid behavior had ruined
everyone’s night. Everyone’s except the house’s.

Narrow beams of light from flashlights cut across
Tommy’s charred hand, squirming legs, agonized face. The light
could have been electrocuting him from the way his body shook and
how the people around him fought against his spastic limbs to keep
him still; through the commotion of numerous scared and bewildered
voices, Tommy’s screams flushed outward in a nerve-jangling
pitch.

Steve’s hand clenched Eric’s jacket and shirt in one
tight fist. “What were you doing?”

Eric stammered for words. “Burned … Tommy’s
burned … the house … ”

Steve shook him but no more sensible words fell from
his mouth. He could not take his eyes from Tommy’s shuddering body
and his blackened hand that kept jumping into the light to the
cursing gasps of Steve’s friends. The house had done that, not
Tommy’s stupidity—the goddamn house had tried to kill him. Or teach
him a lesson. Did the house want them back or want them
dead?

Eric didn’t want the answer to that
question.

“Shut up,” Steve yelled at his friends, cutting
through their garbled words and pleas of
What are we
going to do? Oh, shit. What are we going to do? Shit. Shit.
Shit. The flashlights turned on him.
Steve squinted against the light. “Take him home. I don’t care what
you tell his father,” he said. “Actually, leave him on the
doorstep, ring the bell, and run. Better to not answer questions.
And don’t tell anyone about this.”

“What if he says something about us?” a guy in a
checkered shirt asked.

“Or him.” A guy with a cigarette dangling from his
mouth pointed his flashlight at Eric.

Steve’s fist pulled Eric’s jacket tighter. “Eric
isn’t going to say anything. Are you?” Eric could not respond. “And
his friend won’t say anything either or he’ll end up with two
deformed hands.”

Tommy shrieked. He probably hadn’t heard the threat;
he was in what doctors on TV called “shock.”

“Go!” Steve’s friends tried to get Tommy to stand
but he couldn’t quiet his quivering legs. Two of the guys picked
him up, one at the shoulders, the other at the feet. They started
for the front yard and Steve stopped them. “Jesus. Go around back.
Try to stay out of the street lamps. If someone sees you carrying
him, you’re on your own.” They nodded and headed around back of the
house. “Give Tori one of your flashlights. She’s not going with
you.”

Tori took a flashlight from the guy in the checkered
jacket and walked awkwardly through the tall grass. She was the
woman wearing the black skirt at the wake. She had chosen an
equally revealing skirt tonight that resembled leopard skin and a
black leather jacket that ended a few inches above her waist. She
kissed Steve on the cheek; he made no recognition. Steve had no
respect for women. What was wrong with her? If only Eric were a bit
older and bigger, he’d put Steve in his place. One
day.

The darkness behind the house swallowed Tommy and
the group carrying him. Tommy’s cries reverberated off the trees
back to them for several minutes until the darkness also swallowed
the sounds. Eric was suddenly sure that he would never see Tommy
again. The house had gotten him. Ed had been smart to avoid this
place, this horrible, evil place.

Steve shook him. “You gonna to tell me what you two
were doing here?”

The collar tightened around his neck. “Tommy wanted
to look around.”

“I told you about this place, remember? I told you
to stay away.”

“I was following Tommy.”

“Why don’t you let him go?” Tori said. She caressed
the back of Steve’s head but he shook it off.

“No,” he said. “Not lettin’ him go until he tells me
why.”

“Tommy wanted to.”

Steve lifted him up so that only his toes touched
the ground and his collar dug into his throat. “You didn’t believe
me about this place, did you?”

“No—” I believe you
and that’s why I had to come back,
he intended to finish but Steve lifted him completely off the
ground in one guttural shout.

“You’re lighter than I thought. If you don’t gain
some weight, you’ll never survive high school.”

Eric knew better than to resist—that led to more
abuse, more pain.

“You think I was full of shit about this place?”
Steve laughed. It sounded hollow, dead. “Your friend knows better
now, but do
you?”

“He’s choking,” Tori said.

“Shut up.” Steve lowered his face to Eric’s, almost
nose to nose. “You want to know what this place can do? You want to
learn it so you never forget?”

The spray-painted demon still watched from the side
of the house, its eyes blinking and clearing, growing larger. The
eyes were hungry like Steve’s, like the eyes of a
killer.

“I think you need a lesson, little
bro.”

Steve turned toward the back of the house and
dragged Eric behind him. Eric tried to keep his feet moving but
tripped every few steps at which point Steve’s grip would squeeze
and he’d start choking again. Heat filled in his throat and tasted
like blood.

“Just let him go,” Tori said, more
desperately.

“Keep the light on the house.”

Steve dragged him behind the house where the grass
was up to his waist and more graffiti-speckled boarded windows and
a door with stairs in front of it. Steve was going to throw him
against the house until his head cracked open. He’d be a sacrifice
to the house, a blood offering. Maybe Steve would leave him in the
backyard, alone, in the dark. Still an offering, yet much more
horrible than being killed outright.

“Please don’t leave me here,” Eric begged.
“Please,
Steve.”

“Stop being a jerk,” Tori said. “Let him
go.”

Steve dropped him onto the grass near the house and
laughed at Eric’s yelp. Steve grabbed the flashlight and focused it
near the base of the house.

“That’s where you’re going,” Steve
said.

A glowing metal frame outlined a hollow window
filled with the thick darkness of the house’s
basement.










Chapter 10

 


His brother was only joking. He was mean, sometimes
cruelly so, but he wouldn’t force his little brother down into the
basement of this place. That would be beyond
cruel.

“You waiting for an invitation,
Bro?”

“I can’t,” Eric said.

“It’s no big deal,” Steve said in a
you’re-screwed-now
voice. “This is how we get in when we can’t get in the
front.”

He
had to be joking.
Steve and his buddies might drop through a basement window but what
girl would do that? Were women so stupid? Why would anyone enter
this way when the front door was open? Even if people were watching
(and someone was always watching, at least that’s what they claimed
in school), no one ever complained or called the
police.

“Sometimes,” Steve said in a serpent hiss, “the
front door is a real bitch and it won’t open. We come around to
this window like backdoor men.” He laughed and slapped Tori’s butt.
She did not sound amused.

Steve didn’t need an excuse to torment his younger
brother—he had earned that right by birth—so there was no reason
for the explanation, which meant it was the truth. If the front
door of the house sometimes wouldn’t open that meant that the house
controlled who entered and who didn’t. Sometimes the house didn’t
want Steve inside it, so, of course, he and his friends broke in
through an uncovered window. Eric had entered easily, meaning the
house had wanted him. Hell, it had practically rolled out the red
carpet.

“You said you never wanted to come back here,” Eric
said so quickly he barely realized he was thinking
it.

Steve paused. His face flattened with the fear Eric
had seen outside the funeral home. “I was messing with you,” he
said. He sounded like he was trying to convince
himself.

A cinder block sat off to the side. They probably
used it to block the window, prevent suspicion if the police ever
came looking. He imagined the rock sliding into place over the hole
of a window after he had fallen through, sealing a
tomb.

“Please,” Eric begged. “I can’t go down
there.”

Steve laughed. It reminded Eric of Tommy’s laugh.
The same amused nastiness rolled out of both of them when they had
control. The grass scratched his face and stank of rotten eggs. The
darkness weighed on him and his brother weighed even heavier,
bearing down, forcing him to fight, run, or surrender. He could not
fight his brother; that would lead to endless punishment, possible
injury, and definite humiliation. Running was always an option so
long as he got an unexpected head start and, in this situation,
Tori prevented a chase. Women were usually good supporters of the
weak. Eric’s mother had been the protector, his father merely the
disciplinarian. He desperately wanted his mother now. Stuck between
two choices leads to the final option: surrender. Fighting or
running eventually comes back to surrender. Eric could not defeat
Steve or run from him forever—one day, maybe, not today—and Steve
never hesitated to sneak into Eric’s room at night to execute
punishment.

Steve grabbed the back of Eric’s coat and pushed him
toward the open window. Eric dug his fingers into the ground, which
slowed the momentum until Eric’s fingers twisted and one of them
snapped awkwardly, painfully. The grass parted for him and the
window loomed large.

“Steve, stop,” Tori said behind him somewhere. She
might have been yanking on Steve’s coat or pulling back on his arm
but Eric saw only the widening window of perfect blackness. He
would drop through that window head first and crash into the black
hole of Hudson House’s basement. He’d fall forever, a ceaseless
hell of eternal descent. If he stopped falling, he’d break his neck
on a piece of moldy furniture—or maybe get impaled on some rusted
garden tool. The woman would come down to visit. She might be
waiting for him now with a mouthful of hungry teeth. The monster of
fur and teeth was down there, too, waiting to
pounce.

Just stories, made up myths about some weird,
old house.

The window was larger than any basement windows Eric
had seen. The windows on Hudson House didn’t conform to any
standard size because they could morph to fit any size. Any visitor
who came here would be able to find entrance if the house wanted
it. Not
visitors, he thought,
sacrifices. Once
you’ve been inside the house, you never really leave. Eventually,
the house never lets you see the outside again.

Steve pushed him harder. Eric’s hands twisted and
flipped across the ground; a rock sliced his left hand and he cried
out. More laughter came from his brother and a more definite
protest and pleading from Tori, but still the darkness neared and
though he wanted to cry, Eric was too horrified for tears. He
grabbed the sides of the window in time to prevent a full drop into
the darkness. His head crossed through the hole. Cold immediately
seized him, chilling his ears, clouding his eyes. A moment later,
his teeth began chattering.

This is what death felt like. Once his hands slipped
off the sides of the window and he fell completely into the house’s
lowest level, he would be dropping into his casket. He would have a
wake where people would express sympathies and laugh about stupid
things because they were afraid that Death might be coming for them
next. They would tell his father they were so sorry, and then
they’d turn away and comment about how his wife had only just died.
Would his chest rise and fall the way his mother’s had? Would he
awake in his coffin during the Gospel and cry desperately to be
freed only to suffocate in a packed church?

That didn’t matter. His mother hadn’t died in Hudson
House, even though it had killed her. Not the house, no,
him. He
killed her. The house would now take him as the
sacrifice intended to restore order. His actions had killed his
mother and so the house would kill him. Unlike his mother who had
died in her own home, Eric would die in Hudson House so he would
have no wake or funeral. His chest would not rise and fall; his
coffin would not shake with life. Once he died here, he would stay
dead because the house would own him. Darkness awaited. Or
hell.

A moan floated from that darkness. Eric wasn’t sure
he had heard it, not at first when it might have been his own
frightened cry, but when the moan came again—louder, closer—Eric
knew the thing of fur and fangs was, indeed, waiting for him down
here, ready to take him in its claws and sink its teeth into his
flesh. The third moan pushed hot air over his face that stirred his
bangs. The breath stank of shit.

Eric’s scream surprised him. He wouldn’t have
believed he had so much air in his lungs or so much force behind
his cry. As long as he screamed, he could not hear the thing’s
moan, but he felt it warming his face and yet, also, chilling his
bones, making him feel like he would freeze to death while burning
alive.

The scream gave Steve what he wanted: power. Eric’s
hands slipped off the window and Steve yanked back on his legs to
pull him out of the darkness. Eric sat back, stared at the window.
The moan faded into a distant echo. Eric’s skin cooled. The inner
chill did not warm, however.

Eric tried to back farther away from the window but
Steve held him in place, just outside the hole. “You scream like a
little bitch,” his brother whispered into his
ear.

Tears pushed from his eyes against Eric’s wishes.
Weakness only made Steve meaner. Why did he have to have such an
asshole for a brother? Why did his mother, his protector, have to
die?

“Why shouldn’t I drop you down there,
bro?”

The tears fell faster and Eric could find no reason
his older brother should have mercy upon him. He deserved this
fate. It was his punishment for entering the house in the first
place, for killing his mother. He should die here, tonight. Then
Steve could live his life without an annoying younger brother.
Their father could drown himself in tears and wonder what the hell
had happened.

“Little baby’s got no words? Then down the hole you
go.”

“Jesus, Steve,” Tori said, “enough
already.”

Inspiration hit. Eric couldn’t form the words as he
pawed at his pockets.

“Looking for a weapon? Bring it on,
bro.”

Eric found the ring and held it out by two fingers
toward Steve’s face. It glinted in the beam of the flashlight.
Tori’s pleadings shut off with a startled yelp. Steve stared at the
ring for a several seconds. Then he snatched it away and stared at
it in the palm of his hand. Eric crawled slowly away from the open
window. Another moan wafted toward him.

“Where’d you get this?” Steve asked. Tori huddled
next to him, eyes wide.

“I found it.”

“Where?”

“Around.”

“Where are you going?”

Eric stopped crawling.

“It’s beautiful,” Tori said.

“If I find out you stole this, I will kill you. Got
me?”

Eric shook his head emphatically. He had no doubt
Steve would kill him. He might not even need a reason. Eric didn’t
care. He was free of the house and amazed at his brilliant
thinking. That little ring was going to save him from the darkness
and the moan that still chilled his bones.

“Get the hell out of here,” Steve said. “Don’t go
crying to dad or I’ll drag you from your bed and toss you down in
that basement without thinking twice.”

With that, Eric ran.

He pumped his legs hard through wet concrete. His
thigh muscles cramped before he even made it to the front of the
house and he feared he might collapse beneath the spray-painted
demon—was it still
blinking? He refused to even glance
at the face that had tried to eat Tommy. If he did, the face could
change, appear more inviting, attempt to deceive. Eric didn’t need
evidence to know that. The house would use any and all of its
tricks to get him back. I can never
leave. Cascading tears blurred his
vision.

The maple in the front yard was a giant skeleton
with flaking skin that floated around it in the breeze. A huge
sentry to ward off some people and trap others. Eric scrambled onto
the slate walkway and then sprang onto the gravel driveway. Moving
too fast—though how could he possibly slow down?—Eric slipped on
the loose stones. He thought he could right himself and keep going
but his feet tripped and he fell. Rocks sliced into his butt and
elbows like knives.

From somewhere deep in the darkness, Steve laughed.
Had he seen Eric fall? Was he watching now as blood seeped from his
arms? Maybe it hadn’t been his laugh; maybe it was the house’s. The
house was watching him, eyeing him like a spider does a fly when it
is stupid enough to land in a web. That’s just what he’d done:
landed in a giant spider’s web. Enormous, hairy legs would protrude
out of the house; the arachnid would raise its black belly and open
fully its fanged mouth. Venom would pour from that mouth in a
waterfall.

The pebbles ripping up his arms were thousands of
little spiders that did whatever the mother spider commanded. They
had torn his flesh and now they would sink in their teeth and drag
him back to the house. They would lead him right to the
porch, to the
mouth, and then the house would grin
and devour him.

Eric pushed off of the stones (more spiders biting
into his palms) and lunged for the sidewalk. Mere feet from him,
the sidewalk and road could have been miles off. With every step,
Eric expected the ground to fall away and the spiders to swarm over
him. Would he suffocate beneath them before the house could eat him
alive? Suffocate like his mother had.

He didn’t feel any safer on the sidewalk or in the
road or even halfway down Mangle Lane. The house followed. The
spider legs had emerged, the body had lifted, and now it was
hunting him through the neighborhood. Any second now Eric would
feel the thing’s hairy legs rub against him before the fangs
pierced his chest. It was right behind him, reaching for him. He
didn’t dare glance back. He could only run and
cry.

Huffing for breath and wiping the water from his
eyes, Eric trudged up the steps of his house and fell to his knees
at the front door. He groped at the knob and couldn’t gather
strength to seize it. His hands slipped off into his lap. Sobs
rocked his body in violent tremors that hurt his stomach. Vomit
threatened in his throat. The house had pursued him back here and
now waited just behind him. It wanted Eric to turn around and
recognize that he had been caught.
Run as hard and fast as you want, and still I’ll
get you. The house won because huge
predators always beat small prey. That’s how the world works. Eric
was just another victim.

He refused to turn around. Let the house kill him
now if it wanted, but he wouldn’t stare at it again. Never again.
He shouldn’t have gone in there originally and he never would
again. He would never use Mangle Lane again, never even cross near
it. Simple as that. If the house spared him now, he’d leave it
alone forever. Somewhere deep in his mind, however, different logic
persisted, the same logic that had made him agree to go back on
Halloween and had pushed him there tonight. The fear throbbing
inside him might be enough to silence that logic. And keep him
safe.

When his father opened the door, Eric was clutching
his body and crying that he could never leave, could never get
away, never, never,
never. His father
embraced him on the porch; the warmth helped, but the tears kept
falling. His father said everything would be alright; it was okay
to feel sad and scared because he was, too. Eric just had to
remember that his mother loved him very much and she lived on in
their hearts.

“I killed her,” he said.

“No,” his father said. “You didn’t. No one did. It
was her brain. It just happened, that’s all. It’s no one’s fault.
Don’t blame yourself, please.” He squeezed Eric
tighter.

“You don’t understand, Dad. I did something
horrible. I shouldn’t have done it and that’s why mom is dead.
It is
my fault.”

His father held him a moment longer and then eased
up. “What are you talking about? What did you
do?”

Did his father wonder if Eric might actually be
responsible for his wife’s death? How would he react? “I went into
Hudson House.”

“What?”

“I shouldn’t have gone in there. I know. But I never
thought this would happen. I didn’t know it was really haunted.
Really evil.”

“Eric.”

“It wanted revenge. So it killed Mom. Now it wants
me, too.”

“Why did you go in there?”

Eric said he didn’t know, but that wasn’t the truth,
of course. He didn’t want to indict Tommy, though Tommy would
probably do that himself. Eric had been goaded into entering Hudson
House to prove his manliness. He had done it to avoid giving Tommy
even more power over him. Instead, Eric had succumbed to an even
fiercer entity.

That was all true, but it wasn’t the complete truth
and Eric was only beginning to realize that. He believed he could
reenter the house and somehow make a deal with it so it wouldn’t
kill his father or anyone else. But how would that work? Tommy
promised some amazing discovery within, but what could it be? Eric
didn’t want to completely rule out these possibilities, but he
couldn’t deny something he hadn’t recognized before:
he wanted
to enter Hudson House.

Kids at school would not call Eric brave nor would
they call him a coward; he was in the in-between category sometimes
called cautious, perhaps even smart. He knew enough not to stick
paperclips into electrical outlets (Tommy had tried that and singed
his fingernail—the entire hand now charred) and he wasn’t afraid of
getting shots at the doctor’s or jumping into the deep end of the
school pool (Ed feared both).

Eric had known about Hudson House, as most people in
town did almost intuitively as though the knowledge of the place
was inherited, before Tommy ever mentioned entering to prove they
were not little kids anymore.

Eric’s parents had mentioned the house a few times
in passing. Teenagers were known to hang out around the yard and
vandalize the place but the police never caught anyone. Of course
if the neighbors ever did see teenagers hanging out at Hudson
House, they never called. It was best not to get the house pissed
at you. His mother had warned him against the place a couple times,
once going so far as to tell him, “Stay away from the Hudson Place.
It’s dangerous and I don’t want you there.” He had agreed because
he was a good son. If she said the same to Steve, he would have
agreed and then gone anyway. Eric wasn’t like that. It was easy to
be a good son if he followed the simple equation: whatever Steve
would do, do the opposite.

The kids at school turned to Hudson House as fodder
for all kinds of stories that varied from outlandish (pagans had
built the house ten thousand years ago) to disturbingly plausible
(a secret group of people were continuing Hox Grent’s legacy by
snatching kids off the street and slaughtering them inside Hudson
House every few months). Kids had vanished over the years, and the
stories of how they vanished were just as varied, but Eric knew
only as much about them as he picked up from his
friends.

Hudson House was a place you stayed away from,
unless, of course, you had a death wish.

Crying against his father on the front porch of his
house, Eric still wanted to go back to Hudson House. The place may
have gotten its hooks
(fangs)
into him and he no longer had a choice, but he couldn’t say he
didn’t want to give in to that pull. The more he thought about the
house, the more reasonable it seemed to go back. Moments ago he had
resolved never to even look at the house again; now, a mere viewing
did not seem enough. He had to return.

Maybe that would change. Maybe he’d come to his
senses.

“Stay away from that place,” his father said. “No
matter why you went there, just stay away.”

“I will,” Eric said. He wanted to believe that but
couldn’t. He would go back. He had no choice.

That night he suffered another
nightmare.

Trapped in darkness so dense he felt it on his skin
like wet towels, Eric couldn’t move anywhere except where the
darkness wanted him to go. His arms and legs wouldn’t function and
he could only move his head a few inches before the dark stopped
him. When he tried to speak, the dark invaded his mouth and stuffed
his throat so that he choked and fought for breath. He felt like he
had last summer when he inhaled underwater by accident. The water
flooding his body set his lungs on fire and he vomited water and
choked for almost an hour after Steve pulled him out of the
pool.

The dark turned bitterly cold. He shivered so
furiously that his teeth chattered loudly. His bed had turned into
an ice pit. The dark pressed against him from all directions,
trying to crush him into a small cube. His muscles screamed in pain
and his bones ached with the strain. He tried to fight his way out
of the dream, to scream his way free, but the thick blackness dove
deeper into his lungs and burned them while his body
froze.

The woman in white arose from the darkness as if she
had been hiding behind a black sheet. Her hair hung down past her
shoulders and her face shined as if sunning in a warm world
somewhere. Her white dress clung to her body in heavy wet spots.
Her breasts, which Eric had not noticed before, pushed tightly
against the wet fabric and her nipples poked the dress so that it
appeared they might break through. Water slipped from her neck down
between her breasts, which perked even larger. She moaned, not
hollow as before, but softly and erotically.

Eric tried to reach for her but remained paralyzed
in the darkness. The woman’s eyes pierced through him in a deep,
dark stare that stirred him, though he couldn’t explain how. She
approached. He wanted her to touch him, wanted her to caress him,
to warm him, to please him. He knew suddenly that she could free
him; she could save him. She moved closer until her face nearly
touched his. Her stare cracked through his face and plundered his
brain. She grabbed the dress above her chest and pulled the wet
fabric down beneath her breasts, which jumped out. Her right breast
entered his mouth and Eric sucked on it eagerly. The breast was
cold as a block of ice. His lips stuck to it; skin from his tongue
ripped off on her nipple. Her eyes changed. She found what she
needed inside Eric’s brain and now her eyes projected pure
vehemence. She meant to kill him. He tried to pull off of her
breast but it drove deeper into his mouth. It froze his throat. The
hollow, supernatural scream echoed out of her mouth. In a moment,
the freezing vanished in an eruption of intense heat that burned
hotter than any Eric had felt. When his face exploded in flames, he
awoke. His sheets were covered with sweat and his penis was so rock
hard and hurt so badly that he couldn’t stop from humping his
pillow until he stained the sheet with his gunk.

It took him a long time to fall back
asleep.










Chapter 11

 


Eric avoided everyone as best he could—eating cereal
for all his meals, hiding from Steve whenever home—until Sunday
night when his father knocked on his door and mentioned that Tommy
had been severely burned. He sat on Eric’s bed while Eric remained
on the floor, matchbox cars surrounding him.

“Do you know anything about it?”

“About Tommy’s hand?”

His father smiled just slightly.
What did that mean?
“Yes.”

“What did Tommy say?”

His father’s hands rubbed together. “He said he was
playing with a lighter and it exploded.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah what?”

“That sounds like something Tommy would
do.”

“You didn’t see it happen?”

Had Tommy mentioned Eric was there? “No,” Eric
said.

“You know how dangerous it is to play with
fire.” Was that a
question? “You wouldn’t do that,
would you?”

Eric shook his head.

“Tommy’s quite burned, but his father said he’ll be
in school tomorrow.”

Would Ed be in school as well? Could everything
return to normal? No, of course not. His mother was still
dead.

His father stood, walked to the door, turned back.
“How did you know he had burned his hand?”

“What? You told me.”

“No, Eric,” his father said. “I
didn’t.”

Eric’s face flushed. He cast his eyes down at his
father’s loafers. He could never look either of his parents in the
face when caught in a lie. He felt like a disobedient dog with its
tail between its legs.

“When you want to talk, I’m here for you. Anytime.
But it should be soon.”

After a moment, his father left the room. When the
door shut, Eric released a lungful of hot air. Eric had never felt
as comfortable talking to his father as he did his mother, but that
would have to change now. His father had sounded concerned at
first. His words before he
left—should be
soon—stung with accusation and
knowledge. His father knew he had been with Tommy when he got
burned and he probably also knew it led back somehow to Hudson
House. What if Eric didn’t tell his father? How long
was
soon?

* * *

He decided that soon was not immediate and that a
full confession could wait until after he spoke to Tommy and they
put an end to their relationship with Hudson
House.

Thick, white bandages covered Tommy’s burned hand
and he cradled it with his other hand like a baby as they walked
the perimeter of the cafeteria. Rain splattered on the large
windows overlooking the football field. It felt like they were in
prison, but school usually felt that way.

Eric knew before the words came out of Tommy’s mouth
that nothing had changed. The original plan was still in
place.

“We’ll go back on Wednesday,” Tommy said. “Just as
we planned.”

“But your hand.”

“It’s fine. I have medicine but, honestly, it
doesn’t hurt much. It’s really burned. You want to see it? It looks
like I cooked it.”

Not you, the
house, Eric thought. “Not right
now,” he said.

“Somebody might hurl anyway.” A table of girls shied
from them as they neared and then erupted in giggles once they
passed.

“What about Ed?” Eric asked and immediately felt
bad. Ed was the only sensible one of the three of them and knew
enough to stay away from the house but Eric couldn’t let him escape
another visit. They all had to go. The house wanted it that
way.

“He’ll agree,” Tommy said.

They stopped at a lunch table where Ed was finishing
his soggy fries. He was writing something on a piece of loose-leaf.
No one sat next to him. Tommy took the bench across from him and
Eric sat on Ed’s right; they were bullies getting into position.
Some things couldn’t be helped.

“This is bigger than us,” Tommy
said.

Ed did not look up and his pen kept moving. “I
know.”

“We’re still going back.
Halloween.”

Ed nodded.

“No more excuses?”

Ed glanced at Tommy’s bandaged hand, which lay on
the table like a piece of evidence, and then returned back to his
paper like that’s all that needed to be said.

“I know you don’t want to go back,” Eric said.
“Neither do I”—a lie to make Steve
proud—“but we have
to.”

“It’s what the house wants,” Ed
said.

“Yes,” Tommy agreed.

“I don’t think it’s safe not to go back,” Eric said.
“The house wants us and not doing what it wants is going to get us
hurt.”

“Either way,” Ed said, “we’re already
hurt.”

They sat in silence for several minutes among the
scattered shouts and laughs of their peers. Life went on as usual
for every other kid in the school. Those kids knew of Hudson House
and knew to stay away. Tommy, Ed, and he had dared to break that
boundary and set themselves apart from everyone else. The other
kids didn’t know about the visits to the house or the upcoming
Halloween return, but they sensed that the three of them had
changed. They would never again be accepted as they once were. The
house had marked them. Eric’s mother had been killed, Tommy’s hand
burned, and Ed confined in a box of fear.

When the bell rang, Ed got up quickly and left. He
walked in between groups of students. No one said anything to
him.

“What’s the plan?” Eric asked.

“We go in with flashlights and weapons and that ring
we found. Finding it was like communicating with the house. We’ll
take it back and then you’ll see what the house has to show
you.”

The
ring.

“Getting nervous?” Tommy asked.

“No,” Eric said. “I think I’m going to be
sick.”

* * *

Back in his bedroom that night, Eric replayed his
exchange of the ring for freedom from Steve and the horrible
darkness in the basement of Hudson House. Giving the ring away had
seemed like inspiration, but it now weighed on him as a cowardly
act. The house had given him the ring—or the woman in white had—as
some kind of communiqué and he had given it away because he had
been scared. The house would want it back or at least see that he
had it as a sign of good faith that they weren’t trying to outsmart
the house. Going back without the ring meant risking greater harm.
It didn’t belong to him; he had no right to give it away. The house
had burned Tommy’s hand—what would it do to Eric?

Steve had not been home for dinner and neither Eric
nor his father had mentioned it. Steve’s plate had been taken off
the table and put back in the cabinet. An hour after dinner, Steve
had still not returned home and Eric stopped wasting time. His
father was in his study, had been since dinner ended. The house sat
still, silent and seemingly empty.

In the hallway outside Steve’s room, Eric heard only
the sporadic creaks and snaps of the house as it settled in for the
night. Eric opened the door to his brother’s room, which was
smaller than his. The room was completely dark and for a moment
Eric was back in his dream, trapped in thick blackness. Thinking
the woman in white might appear any second, Eric smacked his hand
against the wall repeatedly until he found the light switch and
flipped it on.

He didn’t remember what color the walls were and
could no longer tell because posters covered every inch of the
walls and ceiling. Most of the posters were in shades of black or
bright red and featured long-haired guys with guitars or barely
clothed women in provocative poses. A woman in a skin-tight bathing
suit sucked on her finger in one of the posters. Her breasts were
pushing through the suit and above her head the poster
read, Slippery When
Wet. Eric felt himself get
hard.

Many of the posters showed human skulls and splashes
of blood with the names of heavy metal bands like Metallica,
Anthrax, and Megadeath screaming off of them. Eric hated that
music. Steve blasted it in his room so loudly that the walls shook.
Whenever he heard that music, Eric would hide. Sometimes Steve
would look for him; sometimes he wouldn’t. The music scared him,
made him feel like the world was spinning out of control. The
posters conjured the same feelings.

Unlike the blinds in Eric’s room, the ones in
Steve’s were black, which blocked out all the light. The lamp he
had turned on with the light switch was faint, casting the room in
a dream-like world. Steve’s clothes speckled the floor and unmade
bed in rumpled piles like sores. Beneath his bed, magazines poured
out like food from a stuffed mouth. One of the covers showed a
woman baring her breasts. Eric wanted to grab it and take it back
to his room but he knew Steve would find out.

Eric turned to the first of two dressers in the
room. Crumpled tissues between bottles of cologne atop a sheet of
thick dust masked the top of the dresser. A mix of socks, coins,
belts, and various other things Eric couldn’t identify filled the
top drawer. He found another metal pipe like the one he had
discovered years ago. He smelled it and cringed. It stank of
something rotting but the faintest sweetness hovered beneath the
stink. Eric knew his brother did drugs, and he knew drugs were bad,
but he didn’t know exactly what drugs were.

Eric searched through the stuff, stopping every few
seconds to examine something. He found several plain rings but
not the
ring. Eric would keep looking but he could guess what
had happened to the ring: Steve had given it to Tori. Steve would
have done that gladly and without thinking twice about how he had
scared the ring out of his little brother and then passed it off as
a gift to his girlfriend.

Buried beneath the socks, he found several gray
boxes of condoms. Sex had to be more forbidden than drugs because
Steve had taken the time to conceal the condoms under his shirts
while the metal pipe had been practically showcased. One of the
boxes was open. Eric removed a circular, yellow object inside a
foil wrapper. What was he supposed to do with it? How did you put
one on?

“What are you doing?” His father’s voice turned Eric
around to face the looming silhouette in the doorway. Eric could
not answer, nor could he drop the condom. “Why are you in Steve’s
room?”

Eric ran through the possible excuses that would not
arise too much curiosity from his father but settled on the old
standby: “I don’t know.”

His father made no move to enter the room. “You
don’t know why you’re in your brother’s room?”

“No.”

“What’s in your hand?”

“I don’t know.” At least this time he wasn’t
completely lying.

“Put it back and come out here.”

Eric dropped the condom into the drawer, closed it,
and approached his father. His father started lecturing before Eric
made it back to the hallway.

“This is your brother’s room and you are to respect
his privacy. Do you understand?”

Eric cast his eyes down again. When he made it to
the doorway, his father grabbed him, yanked him into the hallway,
and shut his brother’s door. “You want me to tell him you were in
there?”

“No.”

“Then you tell me why.
Why were you in
there?”

“He has something of mine.”

“What?”

“Something I found.”

“Found where?”

“Nowhere.”

His father’s hands tightened on Eric’s shoulders,
his red-tinged eyes burned with rage and then the grip relaxed, the
eyes softened and his father sighed. He knelt in front of Eric.
“Look at me,” he said softly. Eric did. “I’m sorry I got angry.
We’re all under a lot of stress. I understand if you’re curious
about your brother’s life and more adult things, but you can’t go
through other people’s stuff. If you want to go in his room, ask
him. And if you have any questions about
anything—anything—you
can ask me.”

Eric nodded. Was this the beginning of what Tommy
called The Sex Talk?

“You need to talk to me,” he said. “I can’t pretend
to know what you’re feeling about Mom; you need to tell me. Things
are confusing, but we need to stay honest.
Right?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now, can you tell me why you were in Steve’s
room?”

The revelation of everything that had happened at
Hudson House, the full description of events and consequences and
the ever-worsening situation, was at the tip of his tongue but he
could not spit it out. Something stopped him.
Not something, he
thought, the
house. It didn’t want others to
know, not yet, not before it had Eric and his friends. Had them
forever.

But it already has
us.

“Is this still about Hudson
House?”

Eric could neither confirm nor
deny.

“Stay away from there, Eric. I’m serious about
that.”

Eric stepped forward, leaned his face against his
father’s shoulder and cried. He thought of his mother on the
kitchen floor in her own blood and the tears flooded out easily.
Perhaps partially dishonest, Eric could think of no other way to
end the interrogation. His father hugged him and cried as well. The
tears might never stop. The pain of their loss would forever fester
beneath the surface and even a slight scratch could release the
poison of their grief. They would have to live with it or
surrender.

Eric wasn’t going to surrender. The house would not
control his life. He could not save his
mother—burned alive ashes to
ashes—but he could face the house
and prove he wasn’t a scared, little boy. He might still have to
fight the house off for the rest of his life, but he might also be
victorious. The best way to deal with bullies was to stand up to
them. Eric was going to put that logic to the ultimate
test.

 










Chapter 12

 


Eric had always loved Halloween. The weeks leading
up to the holiday were filled with costume-hunting and
prank-creating. Tommy, Ed, and he would rush home from the bus stop
on Halloween, jump into whatever costume they had chosen (last
year, Eric had gone as an axe murderer complete with plastic axe
and blood-stained ensemble), and start trick-or-treating before the
little kids dressed as pumpkins and fairies got all the candy.
Tommy, who had gone as Michael Myers for the third straight year
last year, would lead the group and instigate ambushes on other
kids in which they’d jump out from behind bushes to scare the kids
and, in some lucky instances, make off with extra
candy.

Last year was the first time Tommy had said that
trick-or-treating was for little kids and they should pursue more
exciting activities. He wanted to keep scaring other kids, of
course, and if those kids dropped their bags and spilled their
candy, well, then that was good, but what Tommy really wanted to do
was join the roaming teenage gangs that traversed the neighborhood
every Halloween night, fighting other teenagers in epic battles of
shaving cream and eggs.

This type of behavior started the night before
Halloween but the three of them were always grounded for “safety’s
sake.” They were also forbidden to go near any of these packs of
teenagers and had to be home by eight. By the morning of November
1st,
shaving cream and egg shells plastered the streets of the
development and any cars unlucky enough to get caught in the
crossfire. Eric’s father had said that teenagers vandalized
property on purpose, but Eric didn’t think so. What was the point
of destroying property? Things didn’t scream or cry out when an egg
splat on them.

Tommy had smuggled some eggs and a can of shaving
cream out of his house. After telling Eric and Ed that
trick-or-treating was for little kids, Tommy revealed his weapons.
They hung out past their 8 p.m. curfew, and when the gangs took
over the streets, Tommy tried unsuccessfully to convince Eric and
Ed to take an egg each and stage a surprise attack. Tommy had
called them “pussies” but hadn’t pressed about it for long. Instead
of fighting with and against teenagers, Tommy cracked an egg on
Ed’s head. Ed then smashed one against Tommy’s chest, and Tommy
covered Eric’s face in shaving cream. And from there it only got
messier. When Eric got home, his mother grabbed him, started to
scold him, and then tossed him into a waiting bath. He had played
with the bubbles like a little kid.

As usual, the three of them had been grounded last
night on what the teenagers called “Devil’s Night.” It was no use
arguing that they were almost all 13 which, technically, made them
teenagers. None of their parents bought the logic. Eric’s father
had almost started crying again. Eric didn’t press the issue. He
had only hoped for a few moments of fun with his friends before
they went to Hudson House tomorrow. Returning to that house felt
incredibly final, like none of them would ever return. Ever the
optimist, or simply the coward unwilling to accept his fate, Eric
spent the evening gathering supplies. He laid them out on his
floor: Maglite (“borrowed” from his father’s tool box in the
garage), wooden baseball bat (his father had attested that wooden
bats were the only ones worth using), a small silver cross on a
chain (a gift from his grandmother that hadn’t meant much until
now), and a pocket knife (Steve had given it to him as a birthday
present last year but Eric had been too horrified to carry it or
show it to his parents). He didn’t want to fight the house, but he
wasn’t going to lie down and die, either.

He did not sleep well the night before Halloween.
Every hour he awoke in a fresh mist of sweat and the darkness in
his room startled him every time—did
I fall into the basement? Am I trapped? Is she coming for
me? When he finally got up for
school, he did not recall any of his dreams (nightmares, surely).
His eyes were sore with exhaustion but his body trembled with
anxiety. When he got on the bus, the countdown to Hudson House
began: sundown was fewer than ten hours away.

The school day surged and slowed; it propelled at
the rapid pace of his nervous heart and also fatigued to an
agonized crawl. He couldn’t pay attention to any of the lessons and
Mr. Houston had to tell him twice to take notes in math class.
During lunch, the three of them sat together, ate quietly amid the
chaos of costumed kids screaming and running around the cafeteria,
already high on the candy teachers had been giving out all
day.

“Sundown?” Eric asked.

“Sundown,” Tommy said.

Ed did not acknowledge them but they knew he had
heard: he was squeezing his fork so tightly his knuckles turned
white.

Last period was always the most difficult to focus
in, but Eric had no trouble today. Mrs. Bolton did not take the
route Eric’s English teachers the previous two years had taken by
reading “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” which may or may not have
been like the cartoons Eric had seen of the same title but he would
never know because the story put him to sleep within five minutes.
Last year, a kid dropped a bag of candy on his head that the
teacher had passed around. His peers laughed while Eric picked up
the treats and then fell back asleep. Mrs. Bolton said she was
going to lecture for the period. The kids groaned and Eric’s palms
wetted: sundown was only a few hours away. His attention came back
quickly, however, when Mrs. Bolton said:

“Halloween may have started over two thousand years
ago when Celts burned people alive in wicker cages shaped like
giants. Druid priests set fire to these cages to burn the people,
typically male, allegedly criminals, as a sacrifice that would
redeem the sins of the recently deceased, granting them access to
the afterlife.”

The room was silent save for the sound of a few
crinkling candy wrappers.

“The people who gathered to watch these sacrifices
clothed themselves in the heads and skins of animals. This may have
been the start of Halloween costumes. To celebrate and honor the
freed souls, people lit bonfires on hilltops. They believed that
these fires chased away evil spirits. The Celts, ironically when
compared to today, believed that evil spirits feared
fire.”

Fire. Tommy’s hand. The evil spirit spray-painted on
the window. She wasn’t speaking of Halloween; she was referring to
Hudson House. In her lecture, Eric might find the secret to beating
the house, or at least surviving another visit. Luckily, Tommy did
not have Mrs. Bolton, because if he heard this story, he might kill
his cat and wear the skin as some kind of sacrificial
costume.

Mrs. Bolton wrote a strange word on the board and
then gestured to it. “Samhain is the Celtic name of the Lord of the
Dead. Halloween was originally called Samhain because the
celebration, the burning of those criminals in cages, marked the
last day of the Celtic year, which started on November first. On
that last day of the year—October
31st,
today—Samhain
allowed the souls of those who had died within the last year to
walk the earth to visit with the living.”

Charlie Bryer raised his hand. “Like
ghosts?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Bolton said.

“Like haunting people?” Charlie
asked.

“Maybe. But the Celts really believed that the souls
walking the earth had returned because they wanted to visit their
families. The souls were not tormenting the living; they were
communing with them. Does anyone know what that
means,
communing?”

Jeremy Goldman raised his hand. “Talking or
conversing with others.” The kid was a walking dictionary. He wore
khakis and button-up shirts and did himself no favors in class by
answering questions. Someone mumbled that he was a “teacher’s
pet.”

“Many of you think Halloween is all about candy and
scary stuff, but its roots are steeped in Celtic faith and
tradition, which was, at times, very bloody. They were not an evil
people. I’m not suggesting that. They were people who believed in
sacrifice for a good cause, the love of their deceased family
members.”

Mrs. Bolton kept lecturing, but Eric only caught
bits about the origin of trick-or-treating and the jack-lantern. He
had retreated far within his mind.

The connection to fire may have seemed coincidental
on the surface, but Eric knew better. The house was toying with
him. Celts had believed that evil spirits feared fire but the
house, a genuine evil spirit, had used fire against Tommy, and
might use fire again, perhaps against all of them. Forces greater
than Eric could fathom were at work, manipulating his life to prove
that he did not have control. He had lost that ability when he
entered Hudson House. To think otherwise could be
deadly.

If Mrs. Bolton was right—if the Celts were right
about the dead returning—then his mother might have the chance to
return tonight, and if she did, Eric could explain how her death
was his fault, how he killed her though he had only meant to be
brave. Confessing to his mother wouldn’t bring her back, but it
would at least give him a venue for his emotions. His father
wouldn’t believe him even if Eric got the nerve to explain the full
situation. Only his mother would understand. Would she forgive
him?

He didn’t want to dwell on that. Forgiveness didn’t
matter so much as confession; he knew that, too. How could his
mother possibly forgive him for killing her? No matter how much
love she had for him, his mother could never be expected to relieve
him of the guilt. Strangely, part of him did not want to be freed
from the chains of his culpability. Responsibility for her death
lay with him and there it should stay for his entire life. Even at
his age, Eric knew his entrance into Hudson House and his mother’s
subsequent death would shape his life—if, that was, he lived long
enough to have a life.

If she came back, how would she look? Would she be
her old self or would blood be spilling out of her head, soaking
her face, flooding her mouth? Would she be able to talk or would
all her words rumble in an anguished death moan? Would she return
with love in her heart as the Celts believed or would anger boil in
her veins and vengeance sharpen her teeth into fangs? Would she
come for love or hate? Or would she return as nothing more than a
puff of translucent smoke that vanished without recognition. Of all
the scenarios, that was the worst. If she returned, Eric wanted to
see her—regardless of her appearance or intent.

Eric couldn’t wait to jump off the bus and run to
his house. When he did, he blended with the other kids filled with
frantic excitement for the holiday’s adventures. Those kids ran
into their separate houses and immediately donned their costumes
and begged their parents to let them start the candy quest. Eric,
however, ran to his room, tossed off his bag, and hunted for his
father; he found him in his study, staring at a picture of Eric’s
mother. Puffiness swelled beneath his eyes.

He glanced at Eric and then back at the picture. “I
asked Mrs. Forlure to follow you guys around the neighborhood but
she said none of you planned on trick-or-treating. If that’s still
the case, I assume you want to talk to me about something else. Are
you here because you want to talk to me, finally, or have you
changed your mind about going out today?”

His father’s sorrowful tone gave Eric pause. “I want
to talk—about school.”

After a moment, his father placed the picture face
up on the desk in front of him and stared at Eric,
waiting.

“Mrs. Bolton taught us about the beginning of
Halloween.”

His father sighed.

“It was a Celtic holiday for the Lord of the Dead
and on this holiday the souls of the people who had just died could
visit with their families. That day is today.”

His father’s eyes flitted down to the picture and
back again.

“Mom can come back tonight to visit. We can see her
again.”

That ushered fresh tears from his father’s eyes. He
let them roll down his cheeks and off his chin. The pattering of
drops on the desk drew his attention once more to the picture. He
wiped tears from the photograph. “I miss her so much,” he said
through a sob. “So much.”

Tears threatened in Eric’s eyes but he refused to
let them out. “Do you think she’ll visit us?”

“I hope so,” his father barely said. “I hope I can
hug her again.”

“The Celts believed the living could commune with
the dead. Do you think we can do that with mom?” He was careful to
pronounce commune
just as he had heard it.

His father finally wiped his eyes. When he lifted
his gaze to Eric, his face had changed. He was trying to conceal
his sorrow beneath his
I’m-your-father-so-listen-to-me
mask. “I know you want your mother back. I want her
back, too. But you need to understand that she’s gone. She isn’t
coming back. She can’t talk to us, not anymore. You can’t hold on
to fantasies because one day they will hurt you.”

Parents could be so stupid sometimes that it was a
wonder they lived as long as they did. He had ignored everything
Eric said about the Celts.

“I loved your mother very much. I thought we would
always be together. We’d watch you and Steve grow up, get married,
have kids of your own. I
believed those
things. I wanted them desperately. But those fantasies hurt me,
Eric. I was deluding myself. Your mother is dead and those dreams
did nothing but make this harder for me. Everyone dies. It’s a sad
fact. Death comes to everyone and we need to accept that. Dead is
final. It means the end; it means never again. Don’t delude
yourself, son. Be honest with reality or it will crush
you.”

His father had opened a window into the adult world
for Eric. That world sometimes seemed illogical. That world
languished in misery and depression. That world did not believe in
anything but gloom. Eric wanted to shut that window, draw the
blind, and turn his back on it forever, but he knew somehow that
once you peered through the window, you could never turn away. Even
if you could turn away, the world would be different somehow now
that you knew what waited for you.

“Your mother loved you,” his father said. “And we
loved her and that’s all that matters.”

Eric waited for more but his father said nothing.
After almost a minute of silence, Eric backed out of the room,
leaving his father to cry over the photograph of his wife. Before
he reached his room, Eric wondered if his father’s
picture-worshiping was an example of those self-deluding fantasies.
He could never mention that to his father but he thought it just
the same. That was something else he was learning: growing up meant
thinking more and saying less.

He hoped he’d live through the night to tell his
father everything. He needed to confess, to his father if not his
mother. He owed it to them.

Sundown was two hours away.

 

 










Chapter 13

 


When the sun’s descent painted the sky in deep reds
and oranges, Eric gathered his supplies (cross around his neck
beneath his shirt, knife in his jacket pocket, Maglite in one hand,
baseball bat in the other), and assured himself that he wasn’t
being stupid; he was doing exactly what had to be done. “If you’re
here, mom,” he said to his room, “I’m sorry. Please watch out for
me. I’m only doing what I have to. I know you understand.” He
stopped short of saying, I love
you; it didn’t feel right to say it
aloud to an empty room, almost like a violation. Besides, his
mother knew he loved her. Mothers always knew things like
that.

Tommy was already waiting at the corner of Jackson
Drive and Mangle Lane in the same Michael Myers mask and jumpsuit
he had worn the last three years. He did not have the comically
large carving knife that went with the costume, but he was holding
a pillowcase: the preferred method of treat collection for the
serious trick-or-treater. Things inside the case pushed it out at
odd, sharp angles.

“Hey,” Eric said.

“Hay is for horses,” Tommy said from behind the
mask. “What’s your costume, nighttime baseball
player?”

Eric didn’t laugh and felt suddenly very stupid. He
had been so prepared, so confident, and one remark from Tommy had
dashed that certainty. Good old reliable Tommy.

“For protection.” Eric swung the bat in a small
arc.

Tommy snorted. Eric wasn’t going to show him the
pocket knife. Once he saw what was in Tommy’s pillowcase, however,
his pocket knife no longer held the threatening power it once
had.

“Check it out,” Tommy said and opened his
pillowcase.

Eric peered in, saw nothing but shadows, turned on
his Maglite and shined it inside the bag. The light reflected off
of an impossibly long metal blade that must be meant for cutting
people’s heads off. Eric gasped and Tommy
laughed.

“It’s my father’s,” he said. “He’ll never notice I
took it out of the kitchen.”

“What is it for?”

“It’s a carving knife, stupid. You know,
cooking?”

“Why did you bring it?”

“Protection. What good is a bat going to do,
anyway?”

Other items surrounded the knife. Thick rope bundled
in an “8” snuggled next to a hammer that partially covered a
mirror, on which rested an envelope and the giant knife—eight
inches long, at least. “He won’t suspect any of it,” Tommy said
about his father. “My dad was counting the eggs and hiding his
shaving cream.”

Tommy’s amusement did nothing to calm Eric. “What
are we supposed to do with that stuff?”

“You’ll see,” Tommy said. “And I have this, too.” He
pulled a plastic flashlight out of a pocket in his overalls. It
seemed his outfit had many pockets. At least Eric had him beat with
the flashlight. That plastic one might break if he dropped it while
Eric’s would endure extensive abuse.

“You think he’ll show?” Eric
asked.

“He better.”

A group of kids in torn and bloodied bed sheets
shrieked past them down Mangle Lane like a chorus of ghosts. They
moved so quickly they could have been flying. Somewhere else a kid
screamed and a cackle of laughs followed. The sun had almost
disappeared and flashlight beams shook across the roads and houses
as dark figures marched up strangers’ front porches to demand
something sweet.

A burst of wind plastered Eric’s jacket to his body
like a wet-suit. With it came a chill that seeped through his
clothes, onto his skin, and into his body. The cold dug deep,
burrowed into caverns of ice, buried hooks that would not shake
loose. Halloween was always best when the weather tilted below
fifty degrees but this weather stung with an extra bitterness that
made Eric shift his weight nervously from one foot to the other.
This Halloween didn’t feel like the others; this one was
nastier.

“You got to pee or something?” Tommy
asked.

Eric was about to respond when the final member of
the trio appeared out of the darkness amid a group of giggling
trick-or-treaters. Ed blended with the darkness as he walked like
it might swallow him if he turned in the wrong direction. Only his
face shone brightly. Eric and Tommy’s flashlights revealed Ed’s
secret: black jeans with a thick black sweater. He wasn’t carrying
anything. He stopped before them, hands in his pockets. He might
have been wandering aimlessly.

“The sun is almost gone,” Tommy said. “Thought you
were going to fag out.”

Ed shrugged and lowered his eyes. Eric remembered
when the three of them used to play touch football all summer long
and often in the winter, too. They had laughed so much back then.
Ed hadn’t laughed in a long time, it seemed. That bothered Eric not
because he thought Ed should laugh; it bothered him because he knew
there was nothing to laugh about. All the fun in the world had
drained away, leaving the three of them alone with each other. And
the house, of course.

“You bring anything?” Tommy asked.

Ed shrugged again. “Why?”

Tommy started to say something and then shook his
head. “Whatever.”

Eric squeezed the bat in his hands. It felt like it
might snap in half or crumble into a million pieces. Ed was right.
What was the point in bringing protection? The house had burned
Tommy’s hand without warning. It could destroy them easily.
Fighting was pointless. The bat sagged in his grip and he almost
dropped it—almost.

“Let’s go,” Eric said, amazed the words had left his
mouth. Tommy and Ed appraised him for a moment, perhaps surprised
as well, and then Tommy nodded and led the march down Mangle
Lane.

Eric and Ed walked next to each other behind Tommy.
They didn’t say anything. Eric wanted to open the lines of
communication with his friend, to get him to confide in him, to
maybe hear him laugh again, no matter how far fetched that seemed.
He tried to start the conversation a few times and aborted each
time. Their footsteps echoed off the pavement. Kids in costumes
dashed around them and vanished into the dark like momentary
dreams. What was very clear, however, was that none of those kids
was headed for Hudson House.

The trio stopped in the road before the dark and
silent house. Eric expected (hoped) a parent or even a group of
kids would stop and ask them what they were doing so that the
plan—what
plan?—would have to be postponed. No
stray beams from flashlights touched the house. The world spun
wildly behind them in typical Halloween fun and mayhem but that did
not include them. They were completely alone on a street thriving
with running and laughing kids and parents. They could not re-enter
that world. They had surrendered that right when they first dared
to test this house.

“Well,” Tommy said. “Go on, Eric.”

“What?”

“Lead us.”

“Why me?”

“You went first before so it only makes sense for
you to go first again. We shouldn’t change anything from last time,
not if we hope to really find out what makes this house
tick.”

“I don’t want to know what makes this house
tick.”

“Sure you do. You just don’t realize it
yet.
Go.”

Eric stepped onto the gravel driveway expecting the
rocks to snag at his shoes with those hungry, spidery mouths. The
rocks shifted under him but did not part to reveal a hellish
cavern.

The wind rushed through him again and deepened the
inner cold that had taken root. The branches of the naked tree in
the yard rattled like bones cracking against each other. Dried
leaves kicked up around his legs in tiny tornadoes. Eric tried not
to think about what he was doing (I’m
going back into hell) and instead
focused his Maglite on the ground a few steps ahead of him. Baby
steps of bravery.

Each step, however, was a step closer to his grave.
At only twelve years old, Eric already had an idea what people
experienced when Death arrived in his black cloak, scythe at his
side. Would he recognize the moment when the scythe finally swung
toward him or would Death attack from behind?

“We have to leave,” Eric said. “I forgot the
ring.”

“No going back,” Tommy said.

“You said we needed to bring the ring
back.”

Tommy laughed. “We don’t need the ring. Figured
you’d ‘forget’ it. There’s a better way.”

Eric was afraid Tommy was going to say that. If the
ring wasn’t important, why had he first mentioned
it?

The porch steps moaned beneath his feet. The wood
sagged, threatened to break. Tommy poked him with his flashlight.
What was the rush? If Eric tried to run, Tommy would tackle him and
drag him up the steps.

Eric stopped at the top of the steps, flashlight
focused on the hole in the porch. The light dissipated after a few
feet into the hole. It could descend forever. He lifted his leg to
step to the door and paused. The beer can that had glowed in the
hole like a troll’s eye was gone. Steve had said the house cleaned
up its messes. Steve and his friends partied in the house, left
their mess behind and discovered it completely cleaned when they
came to party again. The house wanted to keep up
appearances. Or keep the cage clean
and ready.

Where did all the beer cans and garbage
go?

Into the dark.
Eric stepped over the hole, grabbed the cold handle of the screen
door, opened it with a deafening screech from the hinges, and
seized the doorknob to the storm door. The spray-painted pentagram
loomed over him.

“The sun is gone,” Tommy said. “Open the damn
door.”

Sometimes the front door is a real bitch and it
won’t open, Steve had said. Eric
knew it would open easily. The house was expecting
them.

Eric turned the knob and pushed. The door opened. He
thought again of a coffin lid snapping wide. The stale air hit like
a wave. Another smell fluttered beneath the musty air that Eric
couldn’t place, something sweet.

Tommy squeezed between Eric and the doorframe.
“Smells like candied apples,” he said. He pushed all the way into
the house before stopping in the foyer. “You smell
that?”

Tommy was right—the smell was clear now and growing
stronger with every second they stood in the house. The smell of
such a delicious treat should have relaxed Eric, conjured up images
of July nights at the Orange County Fairgrounds, but instead the
smell nearly made him gag. The smell was
off like the way
synthesized music is always faintly wrong.

The trap is
set.

Tommy shined the flashlight on his own face. Pockets
of light circled his nose and eyes, casting the rest of his face in
shadow. The campfire ghost story trick was corny at best but Eric
shivered despite himself. It wasn’t right adding more creepiness to
this excursion. “Well, let’s go,” Tommy said in his deepest tone.
“It’s time for a tour.”

Eric told him to cut it out and shined his
flashlight on Tommy’s face, flushing the shadows away. Tommy
laughed, clutched his pillowcase closer to him
(what was he
planning?), and beckoned for them to
follow him with his bandaged hand. He was a marked animal returning
to the beast that had scarred him.

Tommy headed for a door straight ahead, to the left
of the staircase. Eric started to object when Ed tugged on his
jacket from behind. “Let’s leave him,” Ed whispered. “We can run.
Maybe the house will get us and maybe it won’t, but we don’t have
to be stupid.”

That wasn’t friendship; that was each man for
himself. They used to call themselves the three
amigos—one for all
and all for one. Now the three
amigos had
disintegrated, crumbled to pieces inside an abandoned
house.

For a moment, Eric almost agreed. Running sounded
good, sensible, safe. He couldn’t do that, though—no matter the
consequences. “We all have to do this,” Eric told him. “It’s the
only way.”

“I can’t.” Ed’s voice wavered on the cusp of
hysteria.

“You have to.”

Tommy’s flashlight washed over them. “You fags
coming?”

Eric handed Ed the baseball bat. Ed took it eagerly.
The loss of its grip left Eric forlorn. He had wanted to help his
friend but he felt he had made another stupid choice. He slipped
his empty hand into his pocket and clutched his knife. As long as
they worked together, they would be okay.

“Shouldn’t we go the way we went last time?” Eric
asked.

Tommy snorted and pulled open the door. He entered
the darkness beyond. Eric waited a moment for a scream or a scuffle
or a splatter of blood. “Coat room,” Tommy called. “Complete with
scary coat hooks.”

“Very funny,” Eric said.

The coat-room door swung gently
shut.

“We can leave now,” Ed said.

Before Eric could respond, Tommy’s shrill scream
pierced the air and reverberated from the coat room like the door
might explode off its hinges from the pressure.

All for one, Eric
thought and ran to Tommy’s aid.

Tommy’s scream echoed outward from behind the door
like the eye of a hurricane spiraling out its winds. Eric pulled
his hand out of his pocket, almost dropping his knife, and grabbed
the door handle. He swung it wide, expecting the woman in white
with her bleeding arms to howl into his face. Instead, Tommy stood
directly in front of him, flashlight turned upward on his face
again. Eric tried to skid to an immediate stop but
couldn’t.

He collided with Tommy, finally silencing the
scream, and they stumbled deeper into the coat room, smacked the
wall and then fell through it. The darkness swallowed them and Eric
tried to brace himself for an endless drop. Their fall ended
abruptly on the tiled floor of the kitchen. Tommy’s pillowcase of
goodies clattered next to them. Maybe the mirror had broken. How
much bad luck could they endure?

Tommy’s laughter ignited a fire in Eric’s belly. Why
was Tommy such an asshole? “That wasn’t funny,” Eric
shouted.

Tommy laughed louder and said repeatedly that yes it
was funny, really funny, and that he had to get their attention
before they were frozen in place forever at the
doorstep.

“This is serious,” Eric said. He stood, scanned the
double sink beneath the boarded windows as a cold wave deepened his
inner chill. They had fallen into the kitchen as if that’s what the
house had wanted. Part of the
trap.

“Yeah,” Tommy said. “Seriously funny.” He checked
the contents of his pillowcase. After a moment, he said, “We’re
good. Let’s get on with it.” He headed across the kitchen to the
pantry door.

“Where’s Ed?” Eric asked.

“Crying on the porch, I imagine.”

The door between the kitchen and coat room swung
gently back into place in slowing arcs. “Ed?” Eric
called.

“Forget him.” Tommy stood at the pantry
door.

“We need him.”

“Don’t worry. He’s not going anywhere. None of us
are. Ever again.”

The front door crashed shut. The house had them
now.
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