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      LAMPLIGHT APARTMENTS-- 3636 MELROSE STREET

      STUDIO APARTMENTS

      SHORT-TERM LEASES

      MOVE-IN SPECIAL-- $99 DEPOSIT MOVES YOU IN

      $200/MONTH, WATER AND TRASH INCLUDED

      CALL 419-555-1820 FOR A TOUR.

      

      That'd been the ad, featured in the classified section of the Moorlake Register, that'd first introduced me to the Lamplight apartment complex. They were little thought of in town, three five-story buildings situated on the fringe of campus where the scenery became more cornfield than anything. While the more recent constructions closer to the university were prettier and boasted a number of amenities, this complex had seen better days, and would offer nothing but the bare essentials. A quick drive-by made that apparent right away. But it didn't matter to me. Heading into my third year at college, I wanted to escape the crowded dorms and find a space that was all my own.

      And so, already having announced my intention to take a summer course, I called up my dad and let him know I'd found a place. He agreed to come up for a tour, and a short while later he signed on a three month lease for me.

      Not that he was completely on board, mind you.

      Like I said before, the building had its share of warts. It'd been put up in the early 70's and was really showing its age, inside and out. The exterior was a smooth brick rendered grey for the weathering of countless seasons. The parking lot, cramped and sloping, looked like the kind that sometimes flooded in heavy rain, and the white lines demarcating the spaces were so faded as to be nearly invisible.

      But that wasn't enough to turn me away, despite my dad's grumblings that this was a “damned rental trap”.

      We met the landlord one afternoon, a quiet, sallow man named Sheldon who looked to have a few years on my dad and whose thinning grey hair, left to flourish in greasy tendrils, had been combed over to one side to cover a conspicuous bald spot. He rifled through his pockets for a long time as we approached the front door to building 3, and when he finally found the keyring he sought, he held open the door for us with a nervous, yellow smile.

      “Right this way,” he said as we passed into the thinly carpeted lobby. The first floor was a commons area, featuring four dull, metal mailboxes in one corner and a door that led to a dark stairway in the other, with precious little in between. The carpet was worn so thin in places that you could see the concrete floors beneath, and the sign outside the stairwell door, which should have read “STAIRS”, read only “STRS” for the pilfering of its vowels.

      “Charming,” my dad uttered as Sheldon shouldered open the stairway door and led us up. The day was warm, and he took to wiping off his brow with the handkerchief he always kept folded in his back pocket. “What's the process for the termination of a lease?” he asked the landlord. Catching a sharp gaze from me, he added, with a grin, “You know, just in case things don't work out.”

      Sheldon paused mid-flight and looked back at us. His gaunt, pallid features glowed eerily in the low light. Up above, on some higher level, there was a light fixture, but down here, in the stretch leading up from the ground level, there was only natural light to go by. The day was overcast and as a result the concrete stairwell was lent a frail, rather insufficient light.

      “Are there any more lights in this stairwell?” I asked, trying to distract from my father's insistent questioning. “Seems like it would be hard to find your way after dark.”

      “Of course, yes,” came the landlord's reply. He motioned to a bulb in the corner behind me, which was off. “We try to conserve electricity in the building wherever possible. There's a switch at the bottom of the stairs which turns on additional lights, should you need them.” Pulling his thin lips into a smile, Sheldon then tried to assuage my father's doubts about the building. “Well, should it come to that, then it would be a simple thing to dissolve the lease. The deposit, in such a case, becomes nonrefundable, of course.” He hesitated, then turned and restarted his ascent. “Most of the tenants living in this complex are very happy with it, and some have even lived here for many years.”

      My father, hands in his pockets, shrugged. “So, how many people live in this particular building right now, then?” His glasses dropped down against the bridge of his nose, and he gave the landlord a harsh look. The kind of look he might've used while scolding me as a child.

      Sheldon paused again, this time on the landing to the second floor's apartment. “W-well, at present, only one person is living here.” He then stammered, “I-I've had a lot of vacancies lately. Some students moved out just a week back, and I've only just gotten the rooms squared away for rental. M-miss... Tori, was it?” He turned to look at me, something imploring in his gaze, “I don't suppose you're planning on taking summer courses at the university, are you? If so, then this is the perfect place. Close enough to take the shuttle to campus and very, very quiet so that you can get your studies done in peace.”

      I nudged my dad in the arm and joined Sheldon as he climbed on to the third, then fourth floor. My dad dragged behind, stopping now and then to look at certain cracks in the walls where the light was good, or rolling his eyes at the landlord's banter. He'd made the drive from Dayton, more than two hours away, to take this tour with me, and was more than a little underwhelmed.

      We paused on the fourth floor, Sheldon out of breath. Flicking through the keys on his ring, the landlord eventually singled out the right one and, in the dim yellow light issuing from a cobweb-choked sconce on the wall, he sank it into the deadbolt. The lock gave with a click and he pushed open the door to reveal a dark, dust-scented apartment.

      The place, apartment 10, was small.

      Like, really small.

      It was my first time in a studio apartment, and in a lot of ways it reminded me of the dorms I'd lived in for the past two years. There was a big room that would serve as my living space and bedroom, along with a tiny kitchen stuffed around the corner. The stove in it was fit for a dollhouse, smaller than any I'd ever seen, and the fridge was impossibly narrow. Across from this kitchen was a bathroom, filled with a toilet, shower stall and sink.

      That was it.

      If the outside of the building had looked dated and worn-out, then the inside of the apartment appeared positively ancient. Everything from the thick, knobby carpet, down to the scraped-up wooden cabinets in the kitchen, were straight out of a distant decade, barely fit for use in the present day. Hell, even the dorms hadn't been so run down as this, and those had been lived in by rowdy kids for nine months out of every year.

      But still, it wasn't enough to turn me off.

      Ugly and rundown though it looked, I was enamored.

      Standing in the middle of the main room, I could already envision how it would go. I could fit a futon against the back wall, which would fold out into a full-sized bed and make better use of the space. The built-in shelves set into the wall between the main room and kitchen could house my textbooks and trinkets. A small desk and task chair could go beside the apartment's sole window, a wide, double-paned thing I could cover with pretty floral-print curtains. There was room enough on the walls for a couple of posters, and perhaps I could convince my dad to let me bring one of the TVs from our house so that I could set it across from my bed. Beyond that, there was still room enough for a nightstand, a dresser for my clothes, and maybe a coffee table.

      When we'd toured and re-toured the tiny space several times, my father's frown intensifying with each and every pass, he asked the landlord if we could have a few minutes to discuss it in private. With a nod, Sheldon bowed out of the room and headed for the first-floor commons area. When his footsteps had faded, the first word out of my dad's mouth was, “Seriously?”

      “What?” I asked. “It's perfect. A little small, but I don't need much space.” I combed a hand through my hair and pulled the sweaty neckline of my T-shirt away from my skin.

      He cocked his head to the side, beefy arms crossed. His brow was furrowed and the corners of his mouth were hung in a way I recognized. A refusal was imminent. “Look, I know that living on campus sucks, and that you want to get a place of your own. I know what that's like. But this place? It's a dump. Hell, it's probably being held together with wads of chewed gum. I swear, the minute the ink dries on the lease, you're going to start finding serious problems with everything. That's always how it happens. And just walking through here, I can see some warning signs. Only one other person lives in this building, Victoria. Isn't that a red flag to you?”

      Usually, everyone called me Tori. Only my dad ever used my full name, and to hear it made me bristle a bit. “We just came in at a good time. Lots of vacancies because everyone moved out. That just means it'll be quieter—better for studying, just like he said.” I walked over to one of the kitchen cabinets and opened it. “It's not that bad,” I said, the hinge making a grave squeak as I pulled it open.

      My dad, a carpenter who'd spent years working on houses all over Ohio, sighed and motioned at the kitchen. “Darling, there isn't even enough room in there for a microwave! I mean, why don't we look around, find some other places?”

      “But this place is so cheap!” I countered.

      “Why don't you let me worry about that?” He smirked. “You know, I lived in some really crappy places when I was your age. Awful little hostels with all kinds of issues. Bugs, mold, you name it. I've seen it all. I know you're excited about setting off on your own, but you're not thinking this through, kiddo. I don't want you to have to rough it like I did. You know what it's like to wake up covered in bedbug bites? To find your walls covered in mold because your landlord refuses to patch up a leak in the roof? Trust me, you don't want this.”

      “I dunno, dad. You really think this place is crawling with bugs?”

      Through the door, Sheldon's nervous voice struck out against the silence. “There's n-never been a problem in any of my buildings with bugs. I have them sprayed every six months just in case, but if you're worried about pests, rest easy.”

      Dad cursed under his breath. “The hell's he doing out there, listening in?” Looking back into the bathroom, he put out the light and joined me in the living room. “I dunno, sweetie. It's cheap, sure, but you get what you pay for. Don't you want to check out a few other places first? Maybe closer to the campus?”

      I'd made up my mind. If pressed I wouldn't have been able to express just what it was that drew me to the old building, to the tiny little room with its antiquated fixtures and appliances. Even now, I can't really explain it. Maybe it was the overwhelming quiet. Out here, against the cornfields, I seldom heard a car pass, and the noise pollution that poured off of campus couldn't reach me. Then there was the matter of price; a room in the Lamplight complex was a good hundred dollars or more cheaper each month than at any of the nearby competitors. My dad wanted to act like it wasn't a problem, but I knew better.

      In recent years he'd had difficulty finding regular work and had faced considerable financial troubles. It'd all started more than two years ago, when I'd been set to start school and my mom had come down with an aggressive case of breast cancer. She died a month before I left for college, but he'd still bankrupted himself to pay for her fruitless treatments. He'd never recovered from the blow, emotionally or financially, and honestly I felt like a freeloader asking him to pay my rent. If I was going to ask this of him, then I was determined to choose the cheapest option possible. The only reason I really felt the need to stay in Moorlake over the summer was to take an extra course and finish up my degree a bit faster. My scholarship would cover the class, but I wasn't able to remain in my dorm over the summer months. It was apartment or bust.

      “I really like it,” I insisted. “It's quiet, dad. Close enough to campus for me to attend class, too. Sure, it could be prettier, but I'm not so worried about that. Some nice curtains, a bed and the place will really start coming together.”

      Even my father only had so much fight in him, and he decided to give in. “All right, you win. If this is really what you want--”

      “It is,” I interjected.

      “Then, I guess we'll sign. Come on, let's go see what the lease looks like.”

      My dad hadn't opened the door fully before Sheldon was pulling a few folded pages out of his back pocket. “I've brought the lease with me if you're ready to have a look,” said the man, palming his thinning hair and smoothing it over. “The terms, you'll find, are very agreeable.”

      The rest, as they say, is history. My dad signed the 3-month lease that would keep me housed through the summer, and a check for 99 bucks was cut for the landlord.

      It was a week later, when we'd had a chance to pick up a few cheap essentials, that my dad and I returned, on a misty afternoon, to move in.

      That was how I came to live in apartment 10.
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      Summer classes wouldn't start for two weeks. I'd signed up already for the third year course I planned to take, “Concepts of Pathophysiology”, and reserved the necessary texts at the campus bookstore shortly after moving into my unit at the Lamplight complex. My nursing degree was coming along nicely, and I hoped that by getting this course out of the way in the summer, that I'd manage to lighten my load during the fall semester and pick up a part-time job.

      It was a warm, wet Wednesday morning that I moved in. Dad loaded my stuff into the bed of his truck, a beat-up Chevy, and covered it with a tarp to keep it out of the rain. Except for the futon, the rest of it had come from my bedroom back home in Dayton, and once we'd gotten the bulk of it moved in, I took to decorating. Though drab, the little studio took on a homier character once I'd put up some wall art—posters from concerts I'd been to—and some curtains. A cheap shower curtain featuring a world map spruced up the dinky bathroom while a couple of country-themed hand towels and potholders brought some much-needed color to the kitchen. We stopped by the nearby grocery store and stocked up on enough staples to get me through the first few weeks and then dragged all of the furniture around the room several times until I was pleased with its placement.

      When the job was done, my dad leaned against the dresser, an old black thing I'd salvaged from a neighbor's curb, and grinned. “Well, it looks better than it did when we first visited, at least.”

      I was a good deal more pleased with the final result than he was, and walked through it with the kind of overblown pride that comes naturally from renting one's first place. “Thanks, dad. I love it. This is going to be great! I can't believe this place is really mine. Not having to share a bathroom... a bedroom with anyone else is bliss. I wish I'd done this sooner.”

      The room was warm. I'd opened the stubborn window just a crack to let some fresh air in, but the humidity was brutal. Something that wasn't included in the cheap little studio? Air conditioning.

      “I'll bring you a fan or something next time I come to visit,” offered my dad, making his way to the door. “You know, mom would be proud, seeing you like this. All grown up, living on your own. She'd have loved it.” He smiled, eyes growing distant for a moment. “She was a lot like you, in that regard. She didn't care about how a place looked; she just wanted to have her own space. The first few places we lived in together were bonafide hell-holes,” he chuckled.

      I tensed at the mention of my mother. Whenever my dad got sentimental, he'd often invoke her in this way, and for whatever reason it never failed to make me uncomfortable. My mother and I had been very close, and there was a part of me, probably, that still hadn't moved on from the loss, even two years later.

      “Yeah,” I offered quietly, peering out the window into the rain-soaked parking lot. The view from my room wasn't anything to write home about; there was the edge of the lot to be seen, and across the street there were some houses where townies tended to their lawns. The grass outside the complex was patchy, but where it did grow it was getting long. Sometimes, outside the other two buildings, I'd catch people squatting under the front awning, enjoying a smoke.

      But never outside my building. Building number 3 was a no-man's land, and even as my dad and I had moved in, carrying things up and down the stairs, we'd seen and heard no one in the building. That was probably to be expected, since only two of its four units were occupied, but even so the silence felt a bit isolating to me.

      Giving me a tight hug and demanding regular calls, my dad went on his way. “And if this place gives you any problems, let me know right away. I'll come up here and have a talk with the landlord, OK?” he added as he left. “And I'll try not to rub it in!”

      “Sure, dad. Drive safe.” I closed the door behind him and locked the bolt. The sounds of his footsteps melted away and I watched as his pick-up truck left the lot a short while later.

      I was alone in my apartment for the first time. It was a strange feeling.

      Maybe you know what it's like, to strike out on your own and move to someplace unfamiliar. There's a definite excitement to it, no doubt, but there's a profound nervousness, too. When you're first living on your own, you never really know what you can expect, and your new surroundings reveal themselves to you very slowly. To really know a place, it isn't enough to pay it a quick visit, to do a brief walk-through. No, to learn the language of a place, to become well and familiar with its quirks and flaws, you have to live in it for a while.

      The newness of my surroundings was almost paralyzing to me. There was no one living on the floor above me, nor the floor below. I was isolated in a way I had never been during my previous years in college. Hell, even living at home my father had always been close-by, and we'd had many noisy neighbors next to the house.

      But not here.

      The Lamplight complex was a special kind of quiet, and I knew right then that it was going to take me some getting used to. Before long I found myself sitting on the edge of the black futon, wringing my hands and trying to decide how the remainder of my day would go.

      The freedom was jarring.
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      I spent some time in the first floor commons area, attempting to get my mailbox open. Sheldon had given me a little brass key that corresponded to mailbox 10, the teeny kind that would be all too easy to lose in the bottom of a purse, but even as I turned the key in its ancient lock, I could barely get the little metal door to open. The outside of it was warped, the edges having been bent by mail thieves or impatient tenants and then bent back into place a hundred times. Once I managed to wrench it open, I found there was only a thin layer of dust inside.

      Heading out after the rain, I walked the circumference of the building, where I took in the sight of the fire escape. Getting onto it from the window in my apartment would have been quite the challenge, and the railings appeared flimsy and rusted. Probably this feature wasn't up to code, and the whole thing appeared very hastily-installed. In the event of a fire, it wasn't going to save anyone. Looking up into the windows of the other units in building 3, I sensed no movement, no signs of occupancy. Just darkness. The window of the second floor unit was blocked by sun-bleached mini blinds. I wasn't sure who lived there, and in my brief time at the complex I hadn't so much as heard a peep coming from their apartment.

      The grounds were overgrown, and in between pockets of tall grass there existed little ponds of standing water about which there circulated gnats and mosquitos in hungry clouds. The summer had been a humid one, and I was hard-pressed to recall a day since the end of the semester that hadn't been rainy or at least cloudy. I hadn't even walked over to building 2 when my T-shirt began clinging uncomfortably to my underarms and chest.

      There were a few cars in the parking lot, none of them particularly nice. One, a rusted out Caprice Classic, had a mismatched, two-tone exterior of grey and red. None of the cars looked like they'd moved in a long while, and the closer I got to them, the more I doubted that they could even all run. A Ford Taurus in dusty Galapagos green sat at the very edge of the lot, its tires rather flat. It reminded me of the car my grandfather had driven years ago.

      I went back up to my room, a sweaty mess, and decided to try out the shower. The water heater, it turned out, was pretty weak and could only produce about five minutes' worth of warm water. Scrubbing down very quickly and then splashing myself clean with hand-fulls of the cold stuff, I hopped out and toweled off. Not a minute out of the bathroom the vaporous air started to get to me, made my brown hair cling to the tops of my bare shoulders even after I'd dried it. I considered chopping off the bulk of it in a pixie cut to get me through the miserable summer.

      Once showered, I opened the window a little more and sat down on the futon, enjoying a cold can of soda. Fanning myself with an old magazine, I switched on the television and flipped through the three channels available to me without cable. Eventually, I settled on a public access talkshow and drifted off into a nap.

      What can I say? I like to live on the wild side.
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      The day wore on. Feeling a bit stir-crazy, I decided to call up some friends and share the news. “Well, it's official. I'm living in my own place.”

      That was when all the talk about a “housewarming party” began.

      Mind you, I wasn't totally on board with the idea, and I did my best to discourage it. But my friends would hear nothing of that. I had an apartment in Moorlake now, and that meant they had a place to visit me that wasn't my dad's house.

      And a place to party.

      It'd been Julia who'd brought it up first. “Totally, it'll be a great time, Tori” she said. “We can have a few drinks, play some games, whatever. I want to see this new place of yours.”

      “I don't think you get it,” I replied, “this place is small. Infinitesimal. I've got a futon and some floorspace; hardly enough room for entertaining. And who the heck am I going to invite at such short notice? Everyone lives outside of Moorlake. You should see things around here; it's a total dead zone right now that classes are out.”

      “Nah,” continued Julia, disregarding my hesitance. “Annie lives in Toledo. It's not far. I'll give her a call and we'll see if we can't both head down to Moorlake. I'll bring a sleeping bag, even. And wine. Lots of wine.”

      It was hard to argue with the prospect of free wine. I was a few months shy of twenty-one, but all of my friends were of drinking age, which meant that the only time I could cut loose and imbibe was when they were buying. “I dunno, Julia... It's pretty boring here. And a little dreary. I don't even have air conditioning.”

      “So, it'll be like camping,” she pressed. “That's cool with me. Let me see what Annie's up to and I'll get back to you.”

      Later that day both Julia and Annie called me back, saying that they'd drop by on Saturday afternoon for a day of drinking and gossip. The two of them had been friends of mine since Freshman year. We'd met in an entry-level math class and had hit it off almost immediately. The two of them had lived next to each other last semester, and I'd spent no little time hanging out at their dorm when things at mine grew to be too unbearable. Julia and Annie both came from pretty affluent families and could afford to live in Dorchester Hall, the nicest residence building on campus. We're talking private rooms, bathrooms and central air.

      Julia was an athletic redhead, played basketball for the university team, and was looking to earn a degree in social work. Annie, on the other hand, was Julia's polar opposite. A bit heavyset, with dyed black hair, she was a bookish type with an interest in Japanese cartoons and video games. Then there was me; quiet and usually antisocial. How it was that the three of us ever hit it off is a mystery, but in those first two years of school I never met kinder and more interesting friends.

      There was going to be a fourth member to our little get together, a last-minute addition insisted on by Annie. She wanted to bring her friend Cat Meyers along and I couldn't find it in myself to say no. Cat and I were barely acquainted; I'd known her from one of my science lectures Freshman year, and she was something of a weirdo. Tall and pale, with short brown hair and big eyes, she and I had never been close. We'd been forced to team up for a project in that class and had performed well enough as a duo, but since then I'd mostly forgotten about her. Annie, though, had met her during some extracurricular and apparently the two had become fast friends. Both lived close to each other in Toledo, and Annie begged me to let her bring Cat along. Space was at a premium, but not wanting to rock the boat, I agreed.

      When the date was set, I spent the remainder of my day discovering more of the apartment's faults. One of the burners on the stove didn't work; something I discovered while trying to boil water for tea. While washing some dishes, I learned that the kitchen tap didn't behave itself, and that the faucet would drip endlessly no matter how hard I turned the knob. In the bathroom, the toilet would sometimes flow and murmur long after being flushed, and my second shower proved every bit as quick and cool as the first.

      Still, those faults weren't enough to break the spell for me. I'd known the apartment wasn't perfect when I'd moved in, and rather than complain, I chose instead to embrace its flaws. By early evening, the weather had cooled by a decent margin so that the breeze coming in through the open window was pleasant.

      Running out of things to do in the apartment and feeling restless, I changed into a tank top and shorts and threw on my sandals for a walk downtown. Melrose Street was probably two miles away from campus, buried behind a meandering collection of neighborhoods. Keeping to the sidewalks, I marched downtown, earbuds in my ears, and stopped into a local cafe for an iced coffee.

      The cafe, usually bustling during the school year, was totally empty, save for the tired-looking barista. He talked me up almost obnoxiously, like we were on a desert island and I was the first person he'd seen in months, before finally surrendering my drink.

      The streets outside were barren except in those areas where the odd townie wandered. I wasn't used to seeing downtown Moorlake this way. There was a certain discomfort to the desolation; it felt like everyone but me had packed up and gone in anticipation of some great disaster. Walking down the main stretch with coffee in hand, listening to the smacking of my sandals against the pavement, I looked up and down the street for signs of other pedestrians, coming up empty each and every time. Many of the kitschy shops along the way featured truncated hours due to the lack of traffic, meaning that there was nowhere for me to explore.

      It was a proper ghost town.

      Feeling hungry, I started the long walk back home. Night was coming and the clouds were gathering, choking out the last remnants of the sun. Quickening my step, I made it back to my building before the rain restarted and trudged up to the fourth floor. I planned to whip up some quick dinner and do some reading, but as I arrived at the landing outside my room, I stopped suddenly.

      The door to my apartment was open.
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      I'd locked it.

      I'd definitely, definitely locked it.

      When it comes to locking doors, I'm anal about it. You get to be fastidious about things like that after living in dorms, where lowlifes have a habit of sneaking into unlocked rooms and rummaging through your things.

      But for some reason, my door wasn't locked. It was sitting ajar.

      There were no signs of forced entry, and a timid, breathless tour of the apartment some minutes later didn't reveal any intruder. Thank God.

      Upon further inspection, nothing was missing, either. Not that I have anything worth stealing...

      I turned my attention to the doorknob. I gave it a twist, played around with the deadbolt and tried to figure out how it'd opened of its own accord. Possibly I hadn't secured it very well and it'd fallen open sometime during my walk. I'd left the window in my apartment open; had there been a particularly strong gust of wind while I was out, capable of pushing open a door? If there had been, I hadn't felt it while out walking...

      My evening was dominated by questions regarding the door. I bolted and re-bolted it, waited out on the stairs to see if it would fall open again, but it never did. Whatever had happened, I told myself, had been a fluke. I hadn't turned the key far enough, leaving the door partially unlocked. That was all.

      I whipped up a quick dinner of scrambled eggs and toast and then spread out the futon, reading a paperback till my eyes got too heavy to track the pages.
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      Sleeping in the new apartment wasn't quite as easy as I'd hoped it would be.

      Though small and sparsely furnished, the studio took on a completely different shape after dark. The corners of the room, already unfamiliar to me, grew heavy with shadow and took on an added depth. The kitchen and bathroom, especially, were packed in darkness so that I couldn't help myself to a potty break or a late-night glass of water without stubbing my toes against the edges of walls or the bottoms of cupboards.

      The mattress on the futon was a thin one; just thick enough to keep the metal springs beneath it from sinking into my back. I tend to change sleep positions throughout the night, and every time I did so on this thing I found myself awakened by the lurching and squealing of flimsy metal parts. These sounds were amplified in the stillness of my little room, hanging in the night air and inciting me to look out from beneath my sheet blearily in search of the commotion's source.

      Invariably, I'd look to the door.

      Somewhere between sleep and wakefulness, between dreams and reality, I would study that door, once or twice in the night, and feel somehow certain that there was someone standing outside it, in the stairwell. There was never so much as a knock, or the sound of a footstep on the concrete stairs outside, and I never witnessed the knob being tried. Nothing like that. It was just a feeling, borne of the same confidence that informs a sleepwalker's steps. A sort of firm, nocturnal knowledge.

      Dark and quiet are both musts for good sleep, however my unit seemed altogether too dark and too quiet for me to rest in for very long. Ordinarily I was quick to fall asleep, but even with heavy eyes and a tired mind, I still required almost an hour's tossing and turning to drift off in the studio. And even then, as I said, awakenings were frequent, and I would lie awake listening only to the sounds of the wind outside and the beat of my pulse. The edges of my window were glazed in moonlight, but for this particular building in the Lamplight complex, there never seemed to be quite enough of it to go around, and darkness largely painted my walls and floor.

      Morning saw me rise a groggy mess, and I didn't feel quite like myself till I'd shotgunned a lukewarm cup of instant coffee and stood in the icy shower for a spell. I told myself that it was going to be like this for a little while, that I was going to have to get used to sleeping in this room, but as the nights passed I began to wonder if crappy sleep wasn't my new normal.
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      Things leading up to the housewarming party were pretty uneventful, mainly because I spent the bulk of my time looking forward to the housewarming party. Yeah, things were going to be cramped, and it would probably turn into a lame, drunken mess, but the thought of spending time with my friends in the flesh, rather than on the phone, made me very happy.

      I talked to my dad once or twice in that stretch of days; hid the tiredness in my voice and went on and on about how great the new apartment was. He took my gloating in stride and was just happy that I was adjusting well. “No bugs, huh? What about the shower? Does it work well?”

      “It gets cold a little fast,” I admitted.

      He promised to take a peek at the water heater on his next visit.

      For being a young, free woman in her own place, things really were dull for me. I'd already burned through the books I'd packed, had read my magazines cover to cover and had done more mindless scrolling through social media than I cared to admit. Walks downtown felt pointless, what with the total dearth of people in Moorlake. Later in the season, maybe, things would pick up, but for now I would have to entertain myself.

      There was a small public library, as well as chain restaurants and big-box stores to wander. But the real fun—the only fun—came from the local shops. The almost mile-long drag of downtown featured a bunch of unique stores and family-run restaurants that proved far more interesting to me than walking laps at Wal-Mart. There were nightclubs there, too, but most of them didn't even open over the summer, and were shuttered like ice cream shops in winter. The Corner Grille, an old-fashioned diner that dealt only in cash, a record store that was stocked wall-to-wall with CDs and vinyl, and an old craft store were among my favorites, and on those days when I set out early enough, I was able to wander each.

      Saturday didn't exactly sneak up on me. I was so excited to see my friends that I had more trouble than usual falling asleep, and when the sun came up I was out of bed, showering and straightening out the tiny apartment in anticipation of my guests. I made a quick run to the grocery store and tapped into my checking account—filled with a few hundred bucks I'd earned through a tutoring gig the last semester—and bought some snacks. Broke though I was, I thought it important to be a good hostess.

      It was about one in the afternoon when they finally made it, walking out of Julia's Honda Civic and lugging overnight bags up the sloping parking lot.

      “Welcome!” I said, standing proudly outside the front entrance.

      They were happy to see me; of that I never had the least doubt.

      But the looks on their faces as they studied the outside of the apartment complex weren't quite so cheery. Annie and Julia took the sight of the building in silently for a minute, seeming to hesitate as they drew up to the door. It was only Annie's weirdo friend, Cat, who didn't seem to mind the look of the place.

      “It's, uh...” Annie was searching for something nice to say, but came up short. “I didn't even know this place existed. It's really out of the way, you know?” She'd dyed her hair again; it was jet black, but her bangs were painted in fiery pink. Her plump cheeks were red for the day's heat and the strap of the bag she carried had left a sweat mark against the grey shoulder of her My Chemical Romance T-shirt.

      Holding her bag close to her chest, Julia followed us into the commons area and to the stairwell. “How many people are living in this building?” she chanced. “There weren't too many cars in the lot outside.” With her other hand she kept running her fingers through her orange ponytail, the freckles on her cheeks coming in more boldly as she crinkled her nose.

      “Just two,” I replied, pulling open the door to the stairs and stepping aside to let them in. “Me and some other person who lives on the second floor. Haven't seen them, though. If they're in there, they don't make a peep.” The door slammed behind us, and I think both Julia and Annie actually jumped at the sound. “Anyway, this place is pretty barebones, but it's got everything I need. And it's cheap.”

      Behind me, Cat was climbing the stairs, seeming altogether unfazed by the dim, dusty stairwell. Unlike the other two, she probably hadn't grown up with much money, or else she was much better at hiding her disgust. “It's pretty cool, being able to live by yourself out here,” she said, wide eyes blinking with a childlike earnestness. Those eyes of hers were big, brown and glassy, and were framed in browner eyebrows that struck against her pale complexion in stark contrast. She'd grown her hair out a bit since I'd last seen her, and it hung down to just above her shoulders, the wavy ends un-styled. She was wearing a tank top with a thin, green button-down over it, and I wondered how in the hell she could dress that way and not melt in the summer heat.

      No one else said anything till we reached the fourth floor. We waited up for Annie, who was panting by the second flight, and then I opened the door to my studio, standing aside proudly so that they could all get a good look. “Well, this is it. I'd take you on a tour, but... it's pretty self-explanatory.”

      Bringing their bags in and having a look around, they remarked on this or that. “The kitchen is so small!” I heard one of them say. “Where do you keep all of your stuff, Tori? There's no room in here for anything!” said another.

      Ultimately, it was Julia's question, delivered offhandedly, that took me most by surprise. Cradling her long, pale arms despite the day's warmth, she looked at me and asked, “How can you stand living here, Tori? It's so... creepy.”

      “Creepy?” I echoed. “Is it? I dunno...” Glancing around my own place, I shrugged. “I guess I don't really think of it that way.” I had a lot of criticisms about the Lamplight complex, but none that would lead me to deem it straight-up creepy. There'd been some issues, like the door falling open, and the apartment getting super dark at night, but still, I wasn't afraid to live there.

      Annie seemed to agree. “There's something about this place,” she said, catching her breath and whipping her pink, sweaty bangs back. “It doesn't look friendly.”

      I laughed. Probably harder than I should've. Walking over to the window, I opened it all the way to let more air in and then pulled out the futon so that we'd all have room to sit. “Listen, that's enough talk about that. I seem to remember someone promising me wine?”
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      I don't care what anyone says. Boxed Riesling is delicious, even if you have to enjoy it out of plastic Solo cups.

      The four of us sat around on the futon, cups in hand, and talked well into the afternoon, polishing off the first box of wine well before dinner, when we all chipped in towards a pizza and breadsticks from a nearby delivery place. It'd only been two weeks since we'd last gotten together, but listening to us ramble on you'd have thought it years. Julia was ecstatic to have a break from basketball, but would have to decide if she was going to play again next semester by mid-July, when the training restarted. Annie was planning on taking a trip out to Chicago for some anime convention and was hoping to meet a number of friends there that she'd previously only spoken to on online forums.

      Cat, though, didn't say much. I wasn't sure if she felt uncomfortable, if her mind was elsewhere, or if she simply didn't have anything to add. When asked about how her summer was going, how her classes had gone the previous semester, she gave clipped answers. Most of the time she listened to the rest of us, sitting in the corner of my futon, legs crossed, drink in hand, and eyes scanning the room.

      We were in luck, as not an hour after everyone arrived it began to rain. This rain brought with it a sweet, cool breeze, and it took the temperature down into the tolerable range for hours after. When the pizza came, we all ate enthusiastically, and I broke out the popcorn and cookies I'd bought at the store earlier. A real well-rounded meal.

      We were pretty buzzed by sundown. The pizza had been demolished and we'd started messing around with the TV, watching the boring public programs and cracking rude jokes. We turned on some music for a while and considered heading downtown to see if any clubs were open. “I could have sworn that there was a show going on tonight, at Club H. You know, the club on Main and Thurston?” slurred Julia. “I think Honeyblood was supposed to be playing there tonight.”

      “You're full of it,” I countered. “No one's in this frigging town. They all packed up and left for the summer. You should have seen it—I was walking downtown just the other day and even the dinky stores along Main were all closed! It's a little depressing.”

      “That's what you get for being such an overachiever,” jabbed Annie. “Summer classes? What's that about, huh? I just finished sixteen credit hours last semester while working. The last thing I want to do with my summer is more schoolwork. You must be wrong in the head, Tori.”

      “Oh, yeah? Well, let's see if you're still saying that next year, when I graduate early and leave your asses behind!” I laughed. “No, really, it's boring, but I think this is the right move for me. Pathophysiology is going to be tough. I'd rather get it out of the way. Plus, with fewer classes, I'll be able to find a job and work so that I'm not such a strain on my dad.”

      All the while, Cat hadn't said anything. She'd nod her head, smile pleasantly, but aside from enthusiastic pulls from her cup, she didn't really talk.

      Wanting to bring her into the fold, I nodded to her and asked, “So, what's your major again, Cat? How's it going for you?”

      Cat cleared her throat, her nose red for all the drink. “Uh, I'm majoring in Asian Studies,” she replied. “Hoping, once everything is done, to move out to Japan or Korea to teach kids English.”

      Annie swooned. “Isn't that, like, the coolest damn thing? I wish I was motivated like that. It seems like it would be super exciting, being a traveling teacher.” She paused. “Probably doesn't pay that well, but imagine the stories you'd have to tell!”

      Julia motioned to the door. “Come on, let's go downtown. If nothing else, maybe there's an open bar that'll give us some cheap drinks. I bet they won't even check ID's. If they do, I'll sneak you a drinky on the down-low, Tori. You guys game?”

      We were still mulling it over when the rain picked up again and the lights began to flicker.

      None among us wanted to walk downtown in the rain, and we were all too drunk to drive. Listening to the rainfall, we knew we were going to be stuck indoors for the night, whether we liked it or not. If we wanted entertainment in my spartan little room though, we were going to have to get creative.

      The lights kept dimming, and in the distance we could hear the roar of thunder. Nervous that the lights might go out, I got up and started looking through a box of odds and ends, where I'd packed a couple of scented candles in glass jars and a book of matches from home. Setting them at the foot of the futon just in case, we poured ourselves more wine and drank ourselves into silence. The conversation was dying.

      “So, you don't know who's living on the second floor?” asked Julia after a long lull. “Doesn't it make you nervous? There's, what, two empty apartments in this building? Why did people move away?”

      I shrugged, and was honestly getting a bit tired of answering that question. “They moved at the end of the semester. They were students, probably. Lease ran out and they went back home to their parents or something.” I shrugged again, my buzz turning it into a spastic, drunken tic. “It's no biggie. At least it's quiet here.”

      When cycling through the same few channels on the TV got to be too boring and we were reaching the end of our last box of wine, we grew desperate for a distraction. We watched Youtube videos on each other's phones, but even that got stale after an hour. It was getting close to midnight and the group had started warming up to the idea of an early bedtime when Cat, for the first time all evening, decided to speak up.

      “Hey,” she began, smiling sheepishly, “this is gonna sound weird, but...” She reached over and picked up her bag. It was black and green, and had her last name, MEYERS, scrawled on the green portion in silver marker. “I don't know if you'd be into this, but... I do, uh... I do this sort of thing for people. Like, when they move to new places or whatever, I...” She unzipped the bag, reached into it and drew out a box. “You guys wanna have a séance?”

      The three of us blinked at her stupidly, the lights temporarily going. Smacking my lips and tasting the sour fruit notes on my tongue, I shook my head. “What do you mean?”

      Cracking the lid on that box of hers, Cat revealed what looked to be a Ouija board.

      Now, I'd seen these in movies before. On television. I knew what it was and what you were supposed to do with it, but I'd never actually seen one up-close. She held it out just far enough for the three of us to get a peek, like it was some kind of contraband, and the childish smile she wore was unlike any expression I'd seen on her face up to that point.

      “You wanna use that thing to... talk to ghosts or something?” I asked.

      Julia gulped the rest of her wine down hard and backed away, none too thrilled at the prospect.

      Annie leaned in, though, grinning ear to ear. “Oh, Tori,” she told me, tugging on my upper sleeve, “This is so cool. I've seen Cat do this a few times. She, like, senses the energies of a place, you know? And if there's anyone here... a spirit or something, then she can talk to it! I've seen her do it, and the little triangle thingie moves! It really moves! I've felt it.”

      Cat pulled the lid off of the box completely, revealing the board in full. It was pretty simple, of thin and flimsy construction. Though the box was plain and unmarked, I imagined she'd probably walked into a Toys-R-Us to buy it. The “triangle thingie”, which I was soon informed was actually called a “planchette”, was made of textured, brown plastic that was supposed to give the impression of wood. There was a little window in the center of it made of clear plastic, and it was marred with fingerprints from previous sessions.

      “Annie told me this was a housewarming party, and I thought I should bring this along, just in case,” said Cat. “We don't have to do it if you don't want to. It's just that it can be a good thing, getting to know the energies in your new home. I don't know that we'd actually connect with a real ghost or anything, but I've had some really intriguing experiences with this board.” Noting Julia's discomfort, she was quick to add, “All of them good. It's not like what you see in the movies.”

      Julia set her cup aside and brought her knees up to her chest. “That's one of those Oujia boards, right?”

      “I prefer to call them 'talking boards'. In the end, it's just a tool for communicating with the other side. The brand or materials used aren't what's important,” explained Cat.

      “Right, but it's gonna summon up demons or something, isn't it?” Julia frowned, looking to me. “Maybe we should do something else. We could watch a scary movie on my phone, if you really want to get spooky, but that,” she said with extra finger-pointing emphasis on the Ouija board, “is not my idea of a good time.”

      “Don't be like that!” snapped Annie. “It's cool, really it is! You've gotta broaden your horizons, Julia.”

      Feeling embarrassed, Cat moved to put the thing away. “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to cause a fight. I should have asked before bringing it. I just thought--”

      “No,” I replied. “It's fine. In fact...” I turned to Julia. “In fact, why don't we give it a shot? Just a quick one. A trial run. It seems interesting. More interesting than sitting here, doing nothing.”

      Julia began to protest, but a crash of thunder promptly silenced her.

      An instant later, the lights went out.

      And this time, they didn't come back on.

      I was sent scrambling for my candles, and I clumsily lit each one till we had some light to work with. Cinnamon, candy apple and warm vanilla-scented candles all burned on the floor in front of the futon, casting an orange glow about the shadowed room and filling the air with a weird, overly sweet combination of smells.

      When Julia no longer put up any resistance, Cat took the Ouija board out of its box, set it on the floor between the candles, and then picked up the planchette. “Here, let's sit on the floor, in a circle, the four of us. There are some ground rules we'll have to lay down before getting started.”

      Annie and I plopped down next to Cat, wide-eyed and excited. Julia took a good deal of coaxing, though. When she finally joined the circle, her long legs crossed and her jaw tense, Cat set the planchette down in the middle of the board. Sitting in that dark studio, on the floor, with all of the lights off and a whole lot of booze flowing in our veins, we were ready to get started.

      “All right,” began Cat. “Let me explain how to conduct a séance.”
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      Cat sought to explain the rules of the Ouija séance, though Annie and I were too drunk and giggly to maintain the seriousness the situation called for. Julia listened but made her opposition to this game known throughout the entire process with a series of frowns and exaggerated sighs, right up until it was time to touch the planchette and start asking questions of ghosts.

      With all the solemnity of a professional psychic, Cat stood up and, in the flickering candlelight, began pacing back and forth in the living room. “What we're looking to tap into is another world—another sphere of existence. The world we know is driven by many energies, and those energies are manipulated by the inhabitants of a world beyond our understanding. We can't control this world, we can't enter it without forfeiting our lives, but we can take a peek behind the curtain, or make a brief connection with it, if we go about it the right way.” I wasn't sure if it was the booze lending her this earnestness and professionalism, or if this was how Cat always set about prefacing her séances.

      She continued, combing back her hair and squatting down so that the board was within arm's reach. “The first, and possibly most important step, is to signal a willingness to communicate to the denizens of the other side.” She looked at the three of us in turn, her big eyes seeming all the bigger in the uneven light. “We mustn't go into this with the wrong intentions, or solely for the sake of our amusement. Our hearts and minds must be clear and true. Do you understand?” She spared Annie a severe look. “No messing around, I'm serious.”

      “Hey, hey,” I said, nodding emphatically, “we're with you, we're with you. What's next?”

      In a voice just above a whisper, Julia asked, “Are you guys really sure this is the best idea?”

      The question went completely ignored as Cat started back into her spiel. “So, we'll join hands for a minute and call out to any spirit who might be listening in the other realm. It's very simple. Hold hands and form a circle around the board. I'll handle all of the talking.”

      “But there are four of us. Won't it be more like a square in that case?” hiccoughed Annie.

      “Don't be a smartass,” I muttered.

      The four of us joined hands, giggling a bit like schoolgirls, and Cat joined us, closing her eyes and exhaling theatrically.

      “W-who are we going to reach out to?” asked Julia. I could feel her hand in mine; it was already sweaty, and her fingers twitched nervously. “Someone specific, or... are we just going to talk to whoever picks up?”

      “We could call to someone specific, if you want,” Cat replied. “It can be much harder to reach a specific individual, but if there's someone you guys have in mind, I'm game.”

      “Oh,” blurted Annie, “why don't we call out to your mom, Tori?” She wore a big smile, like she'd just offered a thoughtful suggestion, but catching the sourness in my expression, she shrank back. “I'm sorry, I... I wasn't trying to be silly about it or anything. I just thought...”

      “It's all right,” I said, looking down to the carpet.

      “Your mother,” began Cat. “She's... she's not alive?” When I shook my head, she went on. “OK, well, that will work, then.” She cleared her throat. “We'll reach out to your mother, if that's all right.”

      I felt a spike of discomfort in my gut. Cracking a seasick smile, I tried to dissuade her. “W-well, honestly, I'd rather not.”

      “Did you not have a good relationship with her in life?” asked Cat. I couldn't blame her for asking; she barely knew me, and it was, under any other circumstance, a pretty innocent question.

      “No, I did. We got along great. It's just that...”

      “I'm sorry I said anything,” said Annie, letting go of our hands. “I shouldn't have run my mouth like that.”

      “Don't break the circle yet,” warned Cat, grasping Annie's hand tightly. “Not until I give the say-so.” Looking down at the Ouija board, she asked me another question. “Your mother's name. What was it?”

      I hesitated before answering. “My mom's name was Michelle.” Then, I stammered, “B-but really, I don't think we have to call out to her, y-you know?”

      “Why not?” asked Cat, turning those big, brown eyes on me. They seemed too big for her face, had the chilling effect of a porcelain doll's gaze on me. “Don't you want to reconnect with her?”

      This whole séance thing was putting me in a mighty awkward position. What'd begun as a fun little timesink was getting to be rather uncomfortable. My mother's death was a sore spot for me, something I didn't talk about a whole lot. Trotting out my mother's spirit in the name of a little parlor trick seemed in really poor taste. “It's not that, Cat. I mean, of course I'd like to speak to her again. I'm just not... I'm not sure that this is...”

      But the die had been cast. Eyes closing, Cat let out a deep breath and said, “We're gathered here today with the intention of contacting spirits. We'd especially like to speak to the spirit of Michelle, if she's available. Michelle, if you can hear us, please stay close. Your daughter is here and would like to speak to you.”

      I wanted to let go of everyone's hands, to make Cat put this stupid board away, but as those words hung in the air, nobody moved. No one laughed or joked or anything. The rainy breeze coming in through the window suddenly died out and there was only stillness. Even the lit wicks of the candles seemed to stop flickering, temporarily becoming static columns of orange light. There'd been a sea change in the studio. The darkness in my room no longer felt like empty space, but seemed somehow densely packed, filled with furtive activity. There was something operating in the open spaces, invisible to the naked eye, but which could be felt through the other senses. The hairs on my arms and neck felt it, and were raised like so many tiny antennae to pick up the transmissions of this new sphere.

      Perhaps it was just the darkness, or else I was too drunk to know any better, however I no longer recognized my surroundings. We were in my new studio; a cautious pan of the room made me feel secure about that. But we were also somewhere else. Someplace within that studio that I'd never been. Cat had alluded to the existence of another world. Maybe we were caught up between the folds of two worlds, then; suspended in a grey area.

      Julia gave a ragged sigh, peering about the room narrowly. “Did it work?” she squeaked.

      “We need to wait a moment,” Cat replied. “If her spirit is willing to communicate, then we need to wait a minute. Leave the door open, if you will, so that she can find us. When we've given her a bit of time, she will join us in this room and her finger will be the one guiding the planchette.”

      I chewed on my lower lip, staring at the candles. “How will we know when it's time?” I asked. With every passing second, my apprehension only seemed to mount. The thought of sitting here and talking to my mom was proving to be quite upsetting. Going into this, I hadn't believed Ouija boards to be capable of making any real contact with the dead, but when my own mother had been chosen as the target for our communication, I found myself getting nervous. I hoped that it wouldn't work, that in a few minutes' time, we'd all be sitting on the floor, packing the board up because nothing had happened.

      I wasn't ready. On the off chance that my dead mother really did turn up—a possibility that I only entertained at all because I was sloppily drunk—I wasn't sure what I would say to her, what questions I might ask. I'd been put on the spot.

      Just then, as I sank deeper into my thoughts, one of the candles blew out. There'd been no strong wind to do it, and no one had blown it out as far as I could tell. With a quiet hiss, the wick was put out, smothered, and at seeing this Cat broke the circle. “All right,” she said. “I think we've made contact. Let go of each other's hands and place one finger on the planchette. Preferably a finger on your non-dominant hand.”

      We all followed her directions without a word. Julia, having grown two shades paler, touched the plastic triangle gingerly with her pointer finger, as did Annie, whose face had been robbed of its usual mirth. I did it, too, the rain temporarily drowned out by the sound of my hammering pulse.

      Why did I go along with it? Why did I take part? It was because I felt like I had no other choice. Cat claimed that some spectral visitor was knocking on our metaphorical door, and in the event that it really was my mother, I couldn't bear the thought of keeping her waiting. A whole slew of emotions coursed through me right then; anger, fright, anticipation. Even though I could have broken the whole spectacle up right then and there, I didn't. I touched the planchette carefully and awaited further orders.

      What if this is real? I thought. What if mom is really here?

      It was a preposterous thing; crazy, really, but since the day my mother had died, unbeknownst to me up until that very moment in my dark studio, I'd harbored a secret hope. I'd hoped to one day see her again outside of photographs. To speak to her, hear her voice.

      Setting aside my annoyance, I sat up and paid attention.

      This seemed like the best chance I had of making that desire a reality.
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      “Hello, Michelle, are you there?” asked Cat.

      The three of us waited with bated breath, fingers on the planchette. Except for Cat, none of us had much experience with this kind of thing, and we weren't sure what to expect. Would the pointer really move around the board of its own accord, or would the four of us, subconsciously, give it a push so that it would just tell us what we wanted to hear?

      The smooth, papery face of the board reflected the light of the remaining two candles. There was a sun in one corner, a moon in the other, and both had weird, broad faces with big, eerie smiles and bulging eyes. The letters were laid out across it in flowing script, and in the two corners there appeared also the words “YES” and “NO”. In the space beneath the letters was written: “GOODBYE”.

      We'd waited for almost a full minute when Annie spoke up. “Is it working?”

      Cat didn't reply except to repeat the question. “Michelle, are you there? We'd like to speak to you.”

      She would go on to ask some version of that question a few more times in the next ten minutes. When it started becoming clear that this séance wasn't going to produce the result I wanted, I came to my senses and began cringing every time I heard my mother's name uttered aloud. This all felt so corny and tasteless, and I took my hand off of the planchette. “Look, I think we should wrap it up. Nothing's happening, Cat. There's no one there.” In my head, I thought, Of course there's no one there. This piece of cardboard isn't a direct line into Heaven, for Christ's sake. What a joke.

      Julia agreed, removing her finger from the planchette and holding it in her opposite hand, like she'd singed it on a hot stove. “Yeah, that's enough. It's clearly not real.” The tremor in her voice wasn't the most convincing.

      Cat frowned. “Tori, Julia” she said, “Please, don't take your fingers off of the planchette. Even if we call it quits, we still have to follow a certain protocol. We have to say goodbye and end it properly.”

      “Oh, of course,” I said patronizingly. “We've got to sign off, else Satan himself will walk straight through this board and into my living room, is that about right?”

      Cat ignored my sass and asked, one last time, whether my dead mother was in the room with us and open to a dialogue. I was rolling my eyes at this point, and wasn't sure how we'd pass the remainder of the night, when suddenly I felt the piece of textured plastic move beneath my fingertip.

      It moved suddenly, with purpose. I was momentarily stunned, and looked to the others who appeared similarly shocked. Clearly, someone had moved the thing, made it swing quickly over to the “YES” in the left-hand corner.

      But it hadn't been me.

      The planchette remained pointed at the “YES” as I chuckled uncomfortably. “All right. Fess up. Which one of you was it?”

      Julia, blinking rapidly, kept her lips pursed and shook her head. Annie, mouth agape, met me with only disbelief. Cat, though, was staring at the board, unbothered.

      “Was it you, Cat?” I asked, momentarily taking my finger away.

      “Don't do that,” she snapped. “We've made contact.” Staring me down like a pitbull, she added, “Say hello, Tori. It's your mom.”

      “Sure it is.” I frowned.

      “No, really. We've made contact,” pressed Cat. “Go on, Tori. Talk to her.”

      “This is... this is really just...” I laughed incredulously. My hand quaked as I touched the pointer again. Summoning up my voice, I rolled my eyes and said, “Uh... hi, mom.”

      There was silence. The planchette didn't move in answer to my voice, but the four of us kept our fingers on it all the same.

      “Do you have any questions you'd like to ask her?” Cat looked to me with intensity. Those eyes of hers were wide open again, looking through me somehow. She really had the dramatic edge to make this whole séance experience seem legitimate, I had to hand it to her. Forget teaching kids English abroad, she'd have been better suited to reading palms and carrying out séances for a living.

      “Do I have any questions?” I asked, feeling suddenly dumb. Well, of course I did. I had a multitude of them. But at that exact moment, I couldn't think of a single one. There was a growing knot in my stomach at the prospect of speaking to my mom, and even though I still suspected Cat may have been moving the planchette, I felt a profound excitement. It was like freeing a genie and having three wishes granted. If actually faced with that possibility, how long would it take you to decide what you wanted? You'd probably be in no rush, would want to word your three wishes very specifically, carefully, to get the most bang for your buck, no?

      Cat made it clear that time was not something we had a whole lot of. “You need to hurry,” she said, snapping me out of my trance. “The spirit can only stick around for so long. If you don't start asking questions, she might leave us.”

      While I tried to decide what question to ask, Julia spoke up. “H-how do we know... really know that this is Tori's mom?” She wiped at her brow with her free hand and then glanced back at the open window. “I mean, is it possible that the spirit is... lying? What if it's someone—something—else?”

      Cat nodded. “That's true. We can ask for some sort of proof, in that case.” Looking to me, she said aloud, “Spirit, can you give us some sort of sign, so that we know you're really Michelle? Tell us something... something that only Tori here would recognize. Give us proof.”

      I almost jumped out of my skin when the planchette began moving. It'd been at a standstill before that, but almost as though there were an invisible fifth finger nudging it, it began to slide slowly across the board, spelling something out letter by letter. The four of us stared down at the board.

      It was spelling a name.

      When the planchette finally stopped, the other three looked to one another, sounding out the spirit's reply.

      “It spelled... 'Melanie Mouse', I think,” said Annie. Her pink bangs spilled out over her brow and shaded her eyes. “What the heck does that mean?”

      Julia tossed her shoulders. “Is this some kind of joke? Of all the things to spell, why that?”

      Cat looked up at me. “Well, Tori? Does this mean something to you?”

      The knot that'd been born in my stomach was now wedged in my throat and it was all I could do to keep myself from crying. I sat back, barely keeping my finger against the pointer, and grit my teeth.

      The spirit, supposedly my dead mother, had spelled out the name “Melanie Mouse”.

      Melanie Mouse was the name of a character in an old picture book I'd adored as a kid. A book that my mother had read to me a hundred times, till the pages were creased and the stitching threadbare.

      That this name had shown up on the Ouija board was no coincidence; it had real significance between me and my mother. But how? How was it possible? No one else knew about my childhood fascination with that story. I'd never told anyone. Hell, I didn't even own a copy of it anymore.

      And yet, the board had known somehow.

      “Tori?” asked Julia, touching my shoulder with her free hand. “You OK?”

      My mind was reeling. How? How could the board have known about Melanie Mouse? There's no one else in the world, except for my dad, who would remember that. Did I... did I tell Annie or Julia about that old book?

      No, I knew I hadn't.

      Tough though it was to admit, there was only one possibility, to my mind.

      My God. It's her. It's really her moving the planchette.

      Wiping a stray tear from my cheek, I nodded and gave a sudden laugh. “It's, uh... I think it's really her.”

      “What's Melanie Mouse?” asked Annie.

      “It's from an old book we used to read, when I was a kid,” I replied. “We used to read it together all the time. It was my favorite. The first book I was able to read on my own.” Clearing my throat, I cast my teary eyes on Cat. “I think... I think it's really her. No one else would know that.”

      Cat nodded solemnly. “OK, then. It seems we've really got Michelle here with us.” Bowing her head in reverence, she continued. “We're gathered here tonight because we want to speak to you, Michelle. Tori has some questions she'd like to ask. Will you answer them for us?”

      Slowly, the pointer edged towards “YES”.

      The floor was mine. Barely able to contain myself, I started considering what questions to ask her. I hadn't seen my mother for two years. Two long years. There was so much I wanted to say to her, so many things I'd have loved to ask, but as I sat there in the candlelight I was too overcome with emotion to form a cohesive thought.

      “I don't... I don't believe it,” said Julia. She took her hand off of the planchette and crossed her arms, despite Cat's scolding. “Someone in this room—one of you—knew that name and spelled it out. Maybe Tori did it herself, for that matter. I don't... I don't buy it, guys.” Gulping, she looked down at the board and said, “If there's really a spirit in this room with us, then... then give us a sign. A real sign. Don't spell anything, but... but s-show us you're real. Do something.”

      “Julia, shut the hell up,” warned Cat. “Don't... don't you dare provoke the spirit. You never ask it to manifest—to 'prove' itself in that way, you understand me? You're playing with fire. Now hurry up and put your hand on the planchette.”

      Still, Julia remained unconvinced. “No, if it's really a ghost then it should be able to show me something. Otherwise, one of you is just lying, stringing us all along.”

      “Julia, don't start this shit,” muttered Annie, taking her hand away from the pointer and massaging her temples. “It spelled that name, what more do you want? You want it to reach out and grab you?”

      “Guys, that's enough!” shouted Cat. “Put your hands back on the planchette! Stop talking like that, or--”

      I watched in silence as the two remaining candles began to flicker. Their wicks were put out, one after another, and the whole room was plunged into uncomfortable darkness. The arguing stopped at once, and I heard the planchette clatter against the board as everyone let go of it at once.

      No one spoke, no one breathed.

      Turning to the window, I watched the rainfall for an instant, the black skies lit up briefly in a flash of thunder. Though it was hard to be sure, there looked to be something strange about that rain, which had been falling without pause for quite a while now. The drops were running against the windowpanes, but they seemed to be doing so in the wrong direction.

      I squinted at the scene outside the window and felt my heart writhe in my chest. Is... is the rain falling upward?

      Suddenly, the lights in the apartment came back on. The light above us, as well as the television and the light in the kitchen, were activated as if some master switch had been flipped. We all jumped for the sudden deluge of light, and I reared back, my eyes smarting in the brightness.

      “What... what the hell?” asked Annie. “The lights, they're...” She wiped at her eyes, blinked till her surroundings entered back into focus.

      She was the one who noticed it first.

      Julia and Annie had backed up against the edge of the futon beside me, and were staring straight ahead at Cat. Sometime in the last few moments, in the chaos, Cat had turned to look outside the window, at the rainfall. She wasn't moving, and her mouth had fallen open in some kind of sustained gasp. Every trace of color had fled her complexion. She looked like a porcelain doll.

      Something was wrong.

      “C-cat?” I asked, reaching out towards her.

      Before I could touch her sweat-slick shoulder, she collapsed onto her side, a torrent of blood gushing out of her nose and soaking both the Ouija board and the carpet beneath.

      The three of us sprang to our feet, screaming and backing away. Annie covered her mouth and gave such a terrible cry that I thought she might tear open her throat, while Julia held onto the edge of the futon and tried not to pass out.

      Standing before Cat, I looked down at her face. It was a face frozen in abject terror the likes of which I'd only ever seen in movies. Her mouth was open so wide that her jaw was askew. I could see her fillings. Her eyes were big and vacant, and no utterance of her name could get her to close them. The stream of blood that rushed out of her nostrils was welcomed by the dingy old carpet, which soaked it up like a sponge. Her limbs twitched, and her chest moved in a show of feeble breathing, but even as I reached out and tried to rouse her there was no response.

      I felt Cat's blood all over the soles of my feet as I rushed across the room and picked up my cell phone. I don't even remember what I told the dispatcher, and it's a small miracle that I could even recite my address with any accuracy.

      In the five minutes it took for the ambulance to arrive, Cat remained on her side, pouring a few liters of blood across my floor. The Ouija board was almost completely covered in it, the letters no longer visible beneath the gore.

      “D-do something,” Julia urged me. Tugging feebly on my arm, she looked up at me, sobbing. “Do something.” Annie, meanwhile, staggered towards the door and fell on her ass, hyperventilating and dazed.

      My major in nursing, all of the classes I'd taken, meant nothing. Like the two of them, I stood by the door and stared till the paramedics arrived, my mind addled with terror.
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      We spent the night in the waiting room of the Moorlake Health Center's ER. It was there that, despite all of the privacy policies in place, I was able to get some information from one of the nurses. Cat had suffered a massive cerebral aneurysm, and was now comatose. It was uncertain, the nurse added, whether Cat would awaken from it. She didn't want to put words in the doctor's mouth or give false hope, but it was rather clear from the dour expression she wore that things weren't looking up. A call was made to Cat's parents in Toledo, and they drove down in a hurry to sit at her bedside. The three of us waited in the cramped waiting area till sunrise, too worried and frightened to sleep.

      Except for talk of Cat's condition, Julia, Annie and I had said precious little to one another all night. An aneurysm, I explained to them, was something that could conceivably affect anyone, even someone young and healthy. Often, such things went undetected for many years, and could blow without much provocation. Annie and Julia accepted this information with a nod, but in their eyes I could see a twinkle of incredulity, which I myself shared.

      When they looked at me, they seemed to be saying, Sure, it could happen to anyone, at any time. But why did that vessel in her head blow during the séance, of all times?

      There was another aspect to the grisly episode which we didn't discuss aloud, but that weighed heavily on our minds nonetheless. Cat's face. There had been real terror etched across it. Why? What had she seen, in those dark moments before the lights flashed back on, that had scared her so terribly and that the rest of us had mercifully missed?

      When morning came and there was still no change in Cat's condition, the three of us decided to head home. Annie and Julia had gotten more than enough of my studio the night before, and stopped by just long enough to retrieve their things. They offered to let me stay over at their houses, but I declined. Instead, I let them drop me off at the apartment with promises that I'd call them if I needed anything.

      Returning to the studio was hard to do. No sooner did I crack open the door than did I get a whiff of drying blood. The warmth of the early morning was curdling the thick, red paste that was matted on my carpet, and as I approached the massive stain I knew that there'd be no getting it out. Nonetheless, taking up several rags and some cleaning solution, I did my best to scrub the blood away.

      The place felt violated. Things had happened there that I would never be able to expunge from my memory. Even when I'd managed to clean the carpet to the best of my ability, leaving a large, ruddy, oval-shaped stain in front of the futon, and had walked the blood-encrusted Ouija board out to the dumpster, the place maintained an air of hostility. It wasn't my little apartment anymore. It was the site of something traumatizing, of something profane and unsettling.

      I Googled so many home remedies for getting blood out of carpeting that my search history probably looked like a serial killer's. Some succeeded in making the color fade but couldn't altogether rid the carpet of the blood stain. Within a day, the smell had mostly gone; I'd left the window open, allowing the rainy breeze to chase the nauseating scent of blood out.

      When I finally slept, crashing about midday in an exhausted heap, I turned onto my side and looked towards the window.

      Cat had been staring through that window when her aneurysm had gone. She'd seen something that'd scared her, pushed her to the very edge and sent her blood pressure surging to its limits. What had it been? The rain... the rain had been falling upwards, I thought, shaking my head. Maybe she saw something else, too.

      Blinking heavily, my mind was plunged into a numbing sleep. I couldn't have stayed awake any longer even if I'd wanted to.
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      The next day, an equally rainy and unpleasant Sunday, brought nothing in the way of good news. There'd been no change in Cat's condition over the course of the day. There was some talk of transferring her to a bigger hospital in another city, but the logistics of that weren't really made known to me. I heard it through the grapevine, from Annie, who'd stopped in to visit Cat and her parents.

      One thing Annie didn't do, though, was to stop by the apartment and visit me.

      I couldn't blame her. Since the incident I highly doubted I'd ever manage to get her or Julia to set foot back in my place. In many respects, I wasn't even comfortable there any longer, though with a cheap rug blocking out the brown splotch on the carpet I was trying my damnedest to move past it all.

      I didn't tell my dad about what had happened, and had no plans to do so. He'd worry about me, offer to come and get me, or to “talk” about it, and speaking to another person about what I'd seen that night wasn't really a priority of mine. Cat, an acquaintance, had suffered a medical emergency while staying at my place. Of course, there was more to it than that, but at risk of having my religious father accuse me of “witchcraft” for experimenting with a Ouija board, I decided to just spare myself the entire uncomfortable conversation.

      As the afternoon wore on I found myself still lazing in bed, infomercials playing on the television for background noise, thinking back to that séance. Everything had happened so fast, and in the excitement that followed I hadn't really put a whole lot of thought into what I'd seen and experienced while we'd tooled around with the spirit board.

      Was it really mom?

      During the séance we'd made contact with something, a presence, that had claimed to be my mother. Though it was possible that Cat or one of the others had been nudging the planchette, the mention of “Melanie Mouse” really made me wonder whether or not we'd connected with my mother.

      I scanned the studio; took in the white walls, the shadowed door, the misty window, the dark, narrow stretch between the kitchen and bathroom. I was alone in the apartment.

      But if Cat was to be believed, there was more to our world than met the eye.

      Possibly we'd invited something into this apartment, had tapped into a world where the dead roamed. What if it was true? Had my mother really reached out to us during the séance? And if so, then where was she now?

      Is she still here in the apartment with me?

      It occurred to me that we didn't follow all of Cat's rules when playing with the board. She'd explained how to carry out a séance, had pointed out the importance of signing off at the end, lest we leave a connection between the worlds open. We hadn't said “Goodbye”, though. Not that it mattered now; I'd ditched the board. There was no way I was going to keep it, and I'd been in no hurry to mess around with it by myself to finish what we'd started.

      I twisted around in bed, the covers beneath me having grown slightly damp with sweat, and looked out the window at the grey sky. Let's suppose that all of that was real. Our séance was legit and we managed to talk to my mom. That's pretty crazy. But if we didn't follow the rules and say goodbye, does that mean that the séance was never finished? Is it possible that she's still here? I yawned. And would it be such a bad thing if she were?

      Somehow, the idea of my mother's spirit lingering in the studio was comforting to me. I'd missed her terribly for so long, and knowing that she was still out there, in some form, was a great feeling. “Was it really you, mom?” I squeaked aloud, sitting up in bed.

      There was no reply, of course.

      “I would have liked to talk to you more,” I added, standing up and heading for the shower.

      Playing a little music on my phone, I treated myself to a quick rinse and then dried off. I had designs to prep a basic lunch and ambled into the kitchen, half-dressed, to make myself a sandwich. Tapping my foot to the music, I listened to some energetic dance stuff to get my mind off of the whole ordeal. Daft Punk came on and I sang along while spreading peanut butter over a slice of bread.

      Washing the knife and a few odds and ends in the sink, I took my phone and sandwich with me over to the futon and plopped down to eat. The music had changed, and an annoying commercial had come on. An overly enthusiastic announcer was trying to sell me a new Lexus. Lowering the volume, I started into my food and waited for the music to resume.

      It was during that lull that I first heard it.

      The droning.

      I'd thought I'd heard something from the kitchen, when I'd still been listening to “One More Time”, but I'd written it off as interference or a quirk of my low quality phone speaker. Now, from the futon, with my music lower, I could really hear it. I chewed slowly, eyed my phone with curiosity, and wondered why it was making such a dreadful noise. It didn't sound digital, really. The more I listened, the more I thought it to possess a distinctly human character.

      I muted the phone mid-bite.

      The strange noise continued.

      Feeling the sandwich sticking to the roof of my mouth, I tried to figure out where the sound was coming from if not my phone. I peered around the studio. The television had been turned off prior to my shower, and none of the appliances in the kitchen seemed to be the culprit.

      The more I listened, the more it sounded like a low, droning moan.

      Setting my plate down, I got up and began to pace, noticing that it became louder the closer I walked to my window. Pulling my curtains to one side, I glanced through the misty glass and had a look outside. The screen was dappled in rain, and the panes were covered in warm rivulets so that I couldn't really see the ground below so clearly as normal.

      But that was where it was coming from.

      I backed away from my window just a bit as my sights were centered on a figure, standing on the grounds below. The rain was falling hard, which made it difficult for me to make out a whole lot, but I could tell that the person was dressed in black, completely. It was a flowing garment, whatever it was, and the face was covered by a thin, almost see-through veil. It was something fit for a funeral.

      One thing I could be sure of, despite the poor view, was that they were looking up at my window.

      The droning sound continued. It was indeed a long, continuous groan I'd been hearing, and it stretched on in such a way that I wondered when the person might stop to breathe. My stomach juggled the single bite of the sandwich I'd ingested as I listened to it. It was an awful sound, profoundly unsettling, and despite the humidity I decided to shut my window to keep it out. Melting in my apartment seemed preferable to listening to such a racket. I closed my curtains, too, and put on the lights.

      “Who the hell is that?” I asked aloud. “Is that the person who's living on the second floor? What are they thinking? Standing out there in the rain like a freaking weirdo...”

      I could still hear it through the glass. It'd been dampened somewhat, but the noise did not cease. Growing agitated, I considered marching down there and confronting them, but opted instead to turn my TV on at high volume. For all of my annoyance, I found I really didn't want to think about it, and would not have been able to muster the courage to walk downstairs and approach them. It was too damn weird.

      The noise eventually stopped. I don't know exactly when. An hour or so later, when I turned down the volume on my TV and went to the bathroom, I found I couldn't hear it anymore. The rain had stopped, too, and I made my way over to the window to have a look at the outside.

      There was no one standing there anymore.

      I chose to shrug it off. “Looks like only the freaks stayed behind in Moorlake for the summer.”
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      I woke up, had barely been sleeping in the first place, when I saw it.

      The night was warm, but I had the sheets spread over me, and at the sight of it I began to pull them higher, taut, to my chin. The wind teased the curtains, sent them swaying.

      Was there someone outside, standing on my fire escape?

      I narrowed my gaze, studied the moonlit window closely from the edge of my futon.

      No, no. It was just a trick of the curtains. You saw them moving, saw the fabric reflected in the glass. That's all.

      I looked over at the door to the studio, to its nearest corner, and found it black with shadow. Within that shadow, I thought I saw something move against the wall, something turning to meet my gaze.

      The dark is playing tricks on your mind. Quit it, Tori. You're going to give yourself a heart attack.

      What I now felt, and had been feeling for the better part of the day, was a sense that this space was not fully my own. That is, that I was sharing it with someone else. The apartment felt somehow crowded beyond its usual smallness. I had dispelled the notion multiple times, had searched the entire unit thoroughly and found no evidence to support my frightened hunch, but still it returned. It was even worse in the dark. Without the lights on, I felt a terrible certainty in the back of my head that someone was dwelling nearby and that they might, at some moment of their own choosing, finally reveal themselves.

      It was paranoia, I told myself. Recent stress was affecting my mood. Thoughts of Ouija séances and of Cat bleeding out on the rug returned without warning, and had disturbed my usually carefree mental state. Paranoia... it was only paranoia. I just needed more time to process everything that'd happened, to get over the shock.

      Forcing myself out of bed, my mouth parched for the warm air, I decided to pour myself a glass of water. As I did so, standing in front of the kitchen sink in the dark, letting the tap run till it was good and cold, I wondered something aloud, my voice gravelly and tired. “Is it you, mom? Is it you I'm sensing in here with me?”

      There wasn't any reply. I chuckled and downed my glass of water. “You've been doing a whole lot of that, lately. Talking to yourself,” I continued. “Good thing there's no one above or below you, else they'd think you were crazy.” I'd never been much in the habit of talking to myself, but in this apartment it somehow felt right. I thought that if I didn't break up the perpetual silence with a bit of dialogue, something would close in on me, would latch onto me and smother me.

      “It's been two years, mom,” I said, setting down my glass and leaning against the creaky cupboard. “I can't believe so much time has passed. And, you know, I still think about you every day.” I shook my head. “I almost didn't go to college after you passed. Dad forced me into it, said that it's what you would've wanted, and I knew he was right, but honestly? I always felt a little guilty for that. I felt like I should have put my life on hold for a little while, taken more time to grieve.” With a sigh, I returned to the futon, the desire to sleep having gone from me completely.

      I picked up the remote and turned on the TV, flipping through the couple of channels I had access to and happening upon one of those late-night talkshows. I wasn't sure exactly what time it was; if this was The Late Show or The Late, Late Show or maybe The Late Late Late Show That Only Insomniacs Get Around To Watching, but I watched as the douchey host rambled on about some recent celebrity spat. The audience laughed—howled—during every pause, and now and then the bandleader, sitting at his keyboard, would offer some minor quip.

      The reception wasn't very good, and the broadcast proved kind of streaky and discolored. Visual snow broke out around the edges of the screen from time to time, and there were breaks in the sound, which made it so that I had to try and piece together the jokes after the fact. Rocking at the edge of the futon, I trained my ears on the crappy audio and tried to listen. The show wasn't really my style, but I was in need of some kind of laugh, some sort of distraction.

      And then I heard it.

      Swallowing hard, I subconsciously gave my head a slight shake, as if in disbelief. Reaching instinctively for the remote, I turned it up a few notches, the sound not improving in the least for it. The visual snow continued, and the broadcast froze up for a few seconds.

      I heard it again, and this time, my hands were clutching the sheets. I looked towards the window. Not because I wanted to, but because I felt forced to. There was something that wanted my attention.

      It was the same noise I'd heard earlier that day, coming up from below my window. The droning moan that stranger had made in the rain. I recalled the shape of that visitor in black, shivered for it as the television momentarily muted and the vocalization reached up and slithered into my ears. Up until that point, I'd put that weird incident completely out of my mind. But now it was back, well after midnight.

      Tired of the tug-of-war between the two sources of noise, I tapped the power button on the remote and shut off the television. Still teetering on the futon, I glanced over at the window, catching only the rustling of the curtains as a rain-scented breeze washed over the building. The droning went on all that time, a single note stretched to a ludicrous degree and festooned by a ragged, breathy quality. It sounded like something that was dying a slow, painful death.

      I walked over to the window, unable to feel my feet as I did so. My entire body tensed up as I reached out to move the curtains aside. First I looked out ahead, at the shape of the fire escape. There was no one there. Then, looking below, to the grounds visible just beyond the mess of railing, I saw something.

      Someone.

      Hunched, black, swaying from side to side like the blades of grass did in the breeze, was a human figure.

      Was it a man or a woman? The veil gave the impression of the latter, though the longer I watched the figure, heard its terrible voice, the less sure I became that it was even properly human. Of course it's a person, I thought. What else could it be? But despite these thoughts, I was struck by the visitor's peculiarity. It may have been human in shape, but it wasn't acting like any human I'd ever known. It was like something utterly alien, merely putting on a show with a human disguise. No person of sound mind would stand outside in the middle of the night making noises like these.

      I was frightened. There's no sense in denying it. My hands were shaking as I shut the window and drew the curtains, and I hastily returned to bed, stopping only to snatch up my earbuds from the kitchen counter. Queuing up some quiet music on my phone, I climbed into the futon and tried to eclipse my fear with anger. I don't know who they think they are, or what they're trying to do, but this crap has to stop. It's annoying. Creepy. I mean, the other people living in this complex probably don't appreciate it, either. Maybe... that person down there is the one who's living on the second floor. I gulped and set my head down on the pillow, eyes wide. I'm going down there tomorrow. I'm going to knock on that door and see if that's the case. If that person answers the door... I'm... I'm going to give them a piece of my mind.

      I only managed to fall asleep just as the sky began to lighten. I was pretty sure that the noise outside the building had stopped, but I kept my earbuds in all the same, streaming calming music until my phone nearly died.
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      I awoke to a missed call and a few texts from both Julia and Annie. Neither had anything new or interesting to share, but simply wanted to see how I was doing. They'd returned to their families, and I could tell by the tone of their voices that they were wondering how I was holding up all by my lonesome in the empty, spooky apartment building.

      And, well, when I spoke to them, they must have heard in my flat replies that I wasn't doing so hot. “Why don't you break your lease and just move back in with your dad?” asked Julia. “It would make more sense than torturing yourself in that apartment all summer, don't you think? What's the big deal about this summer course, anyway. Just take it in the fall. It'll be easier then, since the semester's longer.”

      I talked the two of them down, assured them that things weren't so bad in the studio, even though I fancied I could still smell hints of old blood rising up from beneath the cheap rug I'd thrown down over the carpeting. A short while later, while I was getting dressed, I dodged a call from my dad, choosing instead to send him a text full of grinning emojis. If he'd known what had happened in here with Cat and the others, then he'd have been over in a flash, insisting that I leave the place. I wasn't interested in that.

      There was a part of me, endlessly stubborn, that wanted to make this work.

      Yes, the place was boring and barren.

      Something terrible had happened there that was going to take me some time to work through emotionally.

      I wasn't getting great sleep and was damned stressed.

      But even so, I was living on my own, and when classes started soon I knew I'd be happy to have this space. I'd nagged my dad for a long time to let me move off of campus and he'd only just budged. Things weren't great at the moment, but they'd certainly improve. And anything, I figured, was better than ending up back in the dorms next semester.

      I'd lived in the dorms for my first two years at college, and I'd hated them. It's no exaggeration. My first year I'd gone through two different roommates. The first, a girl named Naomi, had been hostile from the very get-go. She'd moved in all of her stuff before me and had “claimed” certain parts of the room for herself before I'd even had a chance to give my opinion. She used to tamper with my things, lived like a pig and stayed up late, which made it difficult for me to get better sleep. Requesting a transfer to a different dorm, I was assigned a new roommate, a friendlier girl named Amanda who'd been way too lax about the university's “No overnight guests” policy, and who often got frisky with her boyfriend at night while I fought to sleep across the room.

      My second year rooming assignments had been much the same, and I was beyond tired of having to deal with other people's shit. So, no matter what, I was going to stay in this shoebox apartment and I was going to find some way to make it work. There wasn't even a choice in my mind.

      Once I'd dressed and nibbled on a heel of partially stale bread for breakfast, I remembered the scene on the lawn the night before and decided it was as good a time as any to pay my downstairs neighbor a visit. I had no idea what I could expect, what this person would be like or if they would even be in. If in fact the person living in that apartment was the same one I'd seen outside my window, then there would be words; of that much I was certain.

      Stepping into my sandals, I walked out into the dim stairwell, the blocks of dusty glass that answered for windows aglow in the light of the sun. The day was cheerier, warmer, than the last few. Maybe, I thought, once I was done chatting up the neighbor I'd go for a walk and clear my head. Locking the door behind me—and taking care to do it with extra firmness—I started down the stairs and paused at the second floor landing. The number outside the door, laced in cobwebs, was “8”, and after a few seconds of hesitation I bucked up and knocked.

      There wasn't any immediate answer to my knocking, just some rustling from somewhere inside the apartment. It sounds like there's someone in there, I thought, biting my lower lip, but will they come to the door? When a minute passed, I knocked again. A little harder this time. Hands in the pockets of my shorts, I leaned against the stairwell railing and waited some more.

      Finally, from the other side of the door, there came the sounds of shuffling footsteps. By the sounds of it, someone was coming up to the peephole in apartment 8 to have a look at me. Standing upright and donning as firm an expression as I could muster, I stood before the door.

      The deadbolt was unlocked and the knob turned very slowly. Then, with the door swinging inward, the presumed tenant of apartment 8 looked out at me from beneath bushy white eyebrows. He was a stooped old man, an inch or two shorter than even my diminutive 5'4”, and he clasped his hands at the waist of his white T-shirt. Behind him, an oscillating fan distributed a pleasing breeze throughout his studio. I could make out a neat, twin-sized bed in the corner, a table stacked with books and several pieces of art—pencil drawings—on the walls.

      Clearing his throat and putting on a shaky smile, the old man said, “H-how can I help you this afternoon, young lady?”

      I was completely disarmed by this. Losing the plot for a minute, I took a step back and introduced myself. “Hello, there. M-my name is Tori. I, uh... I live upstairs. In Apartment 10. I, uh...”

      He nodded slowly, picking up the slack as I was at a loss for words. “Nice to meet you, Tori. My name is Ike. Don't get to know too many neighbors these days; they seem to pack up and leave before I even know they're here.” He gave a wheezing laugh. One hand against the door and the other slipping into the pocket of his khaki shorts, he cocked his head to the side. “Anything I can help you with?”

      Whoever I'd seen outside the building last night, it definitely wasn't this guy. There was no way. And so, I was in a damn awkward position. “Do you, uh... do you live here alone?” I asked. “This building in particular seems like a pretty empty place.”

      “Yes,” he replied. “I moved here about ten years ago now, when my wife passed.” He patted the doorframe with an arthritic hand and grinned. “I don't need much space these days. It's small, but you can't beat the price.”

      “Right,” I said, smiling. “I know what you mean. Well, I... I was just coming by to say hello, and... I'm just looking to get to know the complex a little better. I just moved here a few days ago and I so seldom see other people around.”

      “Oh, I'd get used to that. If you want to see people, you've got to go into town. The folks who live in this complex are largely the kind who like to keep to themselves. Won't see much of them about the place, not in my experience. Then again, I tend to spend most of my time cooped up in here as well,” he guffawed. Looking back into his studio, he added, “Would you like to come in? I was just about to put on some afternoon tea. It's Darjeeling, if you're interested.”

      I couldn't think of any good reason to refuse, and if we're being honest I was just happy to be talking to another person who lived in my building. There was a certain camaraderie about it. I accepted his invitation and stepped into the apartment, sitting down on a small loveseat tucked opposite to the bed and looking at the walls. He had a few shelves of books, but above them, in black frames, were highly detailed and colored drawings of airplanes. There must have been a dozen in total, and the small table to my right, I noticed, was crammed not only with books, but with art supplies.

      Except for the décor, Ike's apartment was a carbon copy of mine. I basked in the air coming off of the fan while he moved into the kitchen to pour tap into an electric kettle. Fetching a few teabags from his cupboard, he plopped them into mugs and waited for the water to boil.

      “So,” I said, nodding to the art on the walls, “did you draw these yourself? They're great.”

      “Yes, they're all my doing,” he replied, blushing. “I fought in Korea as an airman, and ever since I've had those planes in my head. Just something to pass the time with.” He had to use two hands to steady the kettle, and as he poured the water into our cups, he splashed a bit onto the counter. I was going to get up to help him, but by the time I did so he was striding back into the main room with two mugs in hand. I accepted one from him and gave the teabag a swirl, letting it take on a rich brown color. I'd never had Darjeeling tea before, but it smelled lovely.

      While waiting for the tea to steep—he liked his extra strong, he admitted—the two of us made casual chit-chat. He asked me what I was studying in school and then mentioned a sister of his—one year deceased—who had been a nurse for more than thirty years at a local orthopedic hospital. I stood up to have a look at his drawings, and he told me a bit about his service in the early 50's. He mentioned, too, the work he did in the decades after his enlistment ended. He'd worked as an accountant for a number of large firms in cities as far flung as New York, Dallas and Los Angeles. This building, he explained, had been chosen largely because it was close to where his childhood home once stood, and despite his having been well-traveled, he had a soft spot for old Moorlake.

      When the two of us had managed to drink some of our tea and I felt reasonably comfortable around him, I asked Ike about the person I'd seen standing outside my window, uttering that strange, droning groan on more than one occasion. Having lived in the building so long, he was sure to have seen or heard the individual at some point.

      Surprisingly, he had no clue what I was talking about. “It could be that my hearing has gone,” he said, chuckling, “but no, I can't say I've ever seen anyone like that outside. Odd. Maybe it was someone visiting a tenant in another building. These kids around here, I tell you, they sometimes get up to such debauchery. It's hot as sin, but the summer tends to be the most relaxing time of year here for me. It's quieter. There's no loud music, no college-aged fellows arguing. I remember being that age; men of that age have more youth than they can handle, I tell you. Always hollering and fighting. But in the summer, there's a good deal less of that. I rather enjoy it.”

      “I see,” I replied, feeling suddenly like an idiot. I massaged the back of my neck and took another sip of tea. “So, at the end of the semester people just move out in droves, huh? Are there any other people in this complex that've lived here for a long time like you?”

      Ike stroked a whiskered cheek and slowly crossed his legs. “Well, let's see. Yes, in building 1 there's a woman named Sandra who I've known for several years. She's very kind, brings me a basket of her home-made soaps every Christmas and sometimes stops in for tea. She and her husband have lived in a studio over there for a bit longer than I've been here, as a matter of fact.” He paused. “Oh, and of course there's Evelyn, in apartment 11.”

      He said the name Evelyn like I was supposed to recognize it, like I was supposed to go, “Oh, right, Evelyn, yes, we're very close, Evelyn and I.” The name didn't ring any bells, though. “Sorry?” I asked. “Who's Evelyn?” I balanced my empty mug between my knees, adding, “Apartment 11 in which building?”

      The man's eyes narrowed and he smoothed out his right eyebrow with a trembling finger. “Erm, this building, my dear. Upstairs.” He pointed at the ceiling.

      “But...” I shook my head. “But I was told that no one else lived in this building, except for the two of us. Unit 11 should be empty, as far as I know. I live in unit 10, and haven't heard anyone above me all this time.”

      Finishing the last of his tea, Ike set his mug aside and draped his arms over his lap. Leaning forward, he gave me a weird look. “No, no, not now, of course. She doesn't live there now. Eh... but she did, until just recently. Did... did Sheldon not mention...?” He wet his lips pensively. “The landlord, when you signed your lease, he didn't make any mention of... Evelyn?” He took my silence to mean that Sheldon had not. “Oh, dear.” He tossed his shoulders and laughed uncouthly. “Well, it's really no surprise, I suppose, that he would not have said anything. Poor lad is a decent landlord, has his hands full managing this property, and he's always hurting for money. Can't keep this place filled up and always has students skipping out on their leases, leaving him high and dry.”

      I was utterly lost. “Sorry, Ike... I don't follow. Who's Evelyn?”

      The old man gave a wave of his hand like he was trying to shoo away an invisible fly. “I'm not sure it's a grand idea for us to discuss it now, my dear. There is a time and place to discuss such things, but I think it would be in poor taste for me to gossip about the dead.”

      I gulped. “E-excuse me?” My scalp began to itch terribly and my ears got warm.

      Perhaps Ike surrendered what he knew because he felt bad for me, or because he wanted to cover the landlord's ass. It was possible, too, that the old guy just wanted to gossip. “Evelyn lived upstairs, in apartment 11, for about fifteen years. She was here when I moved in, and always kept to herself. I... I don't care to speak ill of the dead, but I will be honest with you; she was a queer woman. Not very sociable. In fact, she would often get into screaming matches with the tenants on other floors, who claimed that her carrying on night after night kept them awake. I don't know what she got up to in her room, as it was never my business and we were not much on speaking terms, but there were rumors. You know, the usual that is attributed to eccentric, single women of a certain age. Witchcraft.” He wiggled his fingers for a bit of hocus-pocus style emphasis. “She lived alone there, had no family that I know of. Or if she did, then they never stopped to visit. A strange woman.”

      “And... and what happened to Evelyn?” I asked. “How did she die?”

      Sighing, Ike lowered his voice. He even glanced around his well-lit studio, as if making sure that there was no one nearby who might be listening in. “That's a good question. According to Sheldon, the woman had paid her rent well in advance. On the first of every year she wrote him a check for enough money to cover twelve months of housing. Except for this last year, where she only made a partial payment. Perhaps she'd come upon hard times, or maybe she was looking into moving elsewhere. At any rate, she missed her rent at the beginning of May and Sheldon went a-knocking. He stopped by a few times but never did catch her at home. Or so he thought. When days had passed and he was going to have to start the eviction process, he decided to go up onto the fire escape and take a peek into her room.” His mouth sank into a frown. “That's how he found her. Hanging from the ceiling.”

      The mug I had balanced between my knees nearly fell to the floor. I clutched it, my pulse galloping in my temples and my vision getting a little spotty. “S-sorry? She... she committed suicide? In... in apartment 11?”

      Ike nodded gravely. “That's right. It wasn't so long ago. I remember Sheldon clambering down the stairs looking like he'd seen a ghost. He pounded on my door, begged me to use the phone. He told me what he'd found. Authorities came by to cut her down, absconded with the body—you know, the usual. There was no telling how long she'd been hanging there. To hear Sheldon tell it, the body was in a bad way, pretty well degraded, and the window had been closed, leading to the buildup of a terrible stink. It must've been months. She left no note, and no one is sure about why she did it. Like I said, she wasn't known to be close to anyone and didn't seem to have any family.”

      The color drained from my face. Though Ike had explained it all, I still struggled to make sense of this new information. A woman hung herself in the apartment above mine, not long before I myself had moved in. “W-why didn't I hear about this?” I asked, my voice marked more with confusion than outrage.

      “Sheldon is already hurting for money; being forthright about such things wouldn't help him fill anymore rooms.” His tone softened. “It's an awful thing, of course, but these buildings are old. The walls have seen a lot over the years. I doubt very much that Evelyn was the first to die in this complex. Please don't concern yourself over it.”

      Too damn late. I was more than a little concerned over it. Not looking to make waves, I sported a nervous smile. “N-no, of course. Of course.”

      That was the end of the visit, for all intents and purposes. I said my goodbye shortly thereafter. There could be no more chit chat about airplanes or the weather in the wake of that bombshell. My mind was reeling, and even as I left Ike's place and began trudging up the stairs, my feet feeling as though they were encased in concrete, I couldn't get over it.

      A woman killed herself in the apartment above mine. A dead woman might have been hanging in there for months. What the hell?

      Making my way up the stairs absentmindedly, I looked to my door and found it sitting ajar.

      My heart nearly stopped. Again? I was certain—positive—that I'd locked the thing. I felt my stomach do a somersault and nearly purged the Darjeeling on the stairwell when I noticed something strange.

      This wasn't my door.

      Too lost in thought and simply climbing the stairs on autopilot, I'd gone up one extra flight, to the very top of the building.

      The door I was standing in front of was that which led into apartment 11.

      The dead woman's apartment.

      And the door was sitting ajar.
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      The inside of the apartment was dark. That was all I could say from the stairwell. The blinds were probably blocking out the sunlight. The air that seeped out from the crack in the door was scented in dust but nothing else—nothing like the gut-churning rot smell that Ike had alluded to.

      The smell of a human body, left to rot, in a sealed room.

      I shivered despite the warmth.

      Though the very thought of entering that apartment felt profane to me, I did so. I reached out, put my hand on the door, and pushed it all the way open, taking a step through the threshold once I felt sure that no boogieman would spring out. I'm not entirely sure why. It was curiosity, I guess, along with a flimsy feeling that no harm could come of walking into an empty apartment.

      The first thing I noticed—or, perhaps, looked for—was a crack in the ceiling towards the center of the room. There was a hole, where something, maybe a large screw eye, had once been inserted into a ceiling joist, and a good bit of the drywall surrounding it had fissured, probably due to some load that'd been left to hang there. My imagination could fill in all of the blanks.

      This studio, like Ike's, was a carbon copy of my own. As I took another step inside, I did my best to remind myself of that fact. See? There's nothing shocking, nothing upsetting about this place. It's just like your apartment. Something happened in it, that's true, but... I walked past the window, the blinds swaying in my wake. The carpet in this unit seemed a little newer than in my own. It was thinner, made of more modern material. Treading through the main room, I hooked a right towards the kitchen and bathroom.

      And then I stopped dead in my tracks.

      There was something on the floor in that dark space that was blocking the way.

      A stack of boxes.

      Approaching the mountain of cardboard, piled past my waist, I chanced to peek into the uppermost box and discovered it to be filled with books. They were severe-looking things, meaty and leather-bound, with foreign writing along their spines that I couldn't decipher. To the left, where the refrigerator sat, I saw still other things piled into the space; a single wooden chair, which held a few boxes containing what appeared to be toiletries and dishes packed haphazardly. On the counters there were still other odds and ends; a large stockpot, spent cans of deodorizing spray, a fly swatter.

      Where the furniture in this room had gone was anyone's guess. Maybe old Evelyn had sold it off before doing herself in, or perhaps Sheldon, desperate for the money, had made a quick buck off of it. For that matter, it was entirely possible it'd been taken out to the dumpster; an upholstered chair or bed that had coexisted with a rotting body in a sealed room was not likely to find a secondhand buyer, upon further reflection.

      Standing in this empty apartment, amidst piles of a dead stranger's things, I began to feel a sharp dread in my breast. The air here tasted sour, the very mark of a room that'd been left shut up for too long in the summer heat, and yet the longer I stood in studio 11 the more I became aware of an unseasonable coolness that plagued it. The sweat on my arms had dried in the intervening minutes, leaving a thin film of salt on my skin. I could taste that same salt on my upper lip, which quivered slightly as I peered beyond the barricade of boxes towards the bathroom.

      I nearly toppled the boxes of books as I edged my way into the bathroom. Flicking on the lights, I saw that the place hadn't been cleaned yet. There was grime in the sink basin. There were faint traces of mold and soap scum in the bottom of the shower, too, which featured a set of grungy shower curtain rings but no actual curtain.

      And there was something else. The mirror that sat above the sink, which featured a shallow medicine cabinet, was marked up in its corners with a few stray fingerprints. I got up close to the mirror, my staggered breaths fogging it up slightly, and felt a sort of terrible awe at the sight of them. Were these Evelyn's fingerprints, left upon the mirror sometime before her death? It was both nauseating and fascinating to focus upon them; if you looked closely enough you could make out the individual ridges in the fingerprints. It was a kind of morbid proof that she'd once lived there, a little piece of herself that she'd left behind. Someday they'd be scrubbed away, and it was possible that a future tenant would think nothing of them, but knowing who they belonged to brought me no little discomfort.

      There was more. The edges of the medicine cabinet, made of cheap, painted wood, bore deep ridges in them that were not a part of the original design. These grooves, two on the left side and three on the right, looked like the claw marks of some enraged animal. I ran my fingers along them, wondering what they were doing there at all. It was clear that they didn't belong, that they'd been put there by someone. Or something. Maybe Evelyn had a dog, I thought, though the notion didn't really hold much water.

      I'd been staring into that mirror for way too long, and as I backed away, my breath caught in my chest. For a minute there, my reflection had been distorted. The shape of my mouth had seemed all wrong; larger, wider than the norm, and the size of my brow had increased sizably, like a reflection in a funhouse mirror. Most jarring of all had been my eyes, which had looked warped. The sight had only lasted an instant; I blinked in surprise and found my normal reflection reinstated, but the effect had put a scare in me. A queer trick of the dim bathroom light—there was only one bulb in the two bulb apparatus overhead—had been the culprit, and as I kneaded my tired eyes with the heels of my palms, I backed out and returned to the main room.

      “That's enough exploration for one day,” I muttered, backing out of the apartment. I kept looking over both shoulders as I made my way to the door, and when I was back out in the stairwell I shut it loudly. I hopped down the stairs to my own place, finding the door securely locked, as I'd left it, and once my trembling hands negotiated the proper key into the lock, I burst into the studio and slammed the door behind me.

      Strangely enough, I didn't find a whole lot of comfort for having returned to my own apartment. Looking up at my ceiling, I realized that it was the only thing separating me from that room I'd just been snooping in.
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      “Be honest, is it terrible?”

      I hesitated to answer. When my phone had fully recharged, I called my dad for a chat. I wanted to hear his voice, but was careful not to mention anything that I learned that day from Ike. He was still convinced that the studio had been a terrible mistake, and no matter how many times I told him that I liked living there just fine, he still felt the need to ask me if I was having second thoughts. “Trust me, compared to living on campus, this is heavenly.” I paused. “It is weird living alone, though. Still not used to it.”

      “Why don't I drive up and pick you up, then? You've still got plenty of time before classes start. You could even hang out with me at home until you're ready to go back. Sound good?” His offer actually didn't sound half-bad, but I had too much on my mind to really consider it.

      “That's all right, dad. I'll get over it.” I sighed. “I've been thinking a lot lately. About... about mom.” I could hear the change in my dad's breathing, his body language, at the mention of my mother. “Do you think that there's really, like... an afterlife?”

      The question had come from way out in left field, and he chuckled for a time. “W-what's this all about, Victoria?”

      I could have told him that I'd had an experience with a Ouija board and had felt, for a few days, that there was a presence in the studio with me. A presence that'd known the name of an obscure and highly cherished picture book character, and which I'd been led to believe was my mother.

      The trouble with that was two-fold however. My dad was the type who'd become incensed if he knew I'd messed with something occult and, perhaps more pressingly, I wasn't convinced anymore that the presence I'd felt, or interacted with during that séance, was actually my mother.

      “Just wondering,” I said.

      “Of course I believe in an afterlife. Your mom's in Heaven, believe me. It's funny you bring her up,” he continued. “I actually had a dream about her just last night. I dreamt that we were at the old apartment, in downtown Dayton, and that you were still little. In the dream I came into our old living room and I saw her sitting with you, on the sofa, reading that book. What was it called? You used to have us read it to you a dozen times a day. The... the mouse one? 'Molly Mouse', right?” He laughed. “Yeah, I dreamt that you two were sitting there, reading it. It was straight out of my memories, crisp as day. I miss those days something fierce.”

      “Me too,” was all I could think to say.

      The conversation lagged after that and I got off the phone.
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      It was time to leave the apartment. I felt like a captive in it, wanted to bust out and go just about anywhere else in the world. The weather was good for an excursion, and so I put on some walking shoes and took off, beating pavement till my feet led me to the local grocery store, a tiny market full of fresh produce and good meat.

      There weren't too many customers there, and the high schoolers that ran the registers and tended to the produce didn't hardly look my way as I wandered in. It wasn't a big space, and the front doors were always left open, except when there was inclement weather. Fruits and veggies were stacked high in bins and crates, and also lined a series of shelves in between the wide, dusty windows. In the back, the only air-conditioned spot, was the deli, which had to be accessed through a sliding door.

      I walked through the market, thankful for a break from the sun, and hooked my sunglasses to my tank top collar. I'd worn my hair in a tight ponytail, but the back of my head was starting to hurt. As I walked I let my hair down, the strands meeting my bare, reddish shoulders and making the skin tingle. The very beginnings of a sunburn.

      There were sweet potatoes wider than both of my fists combined and nearly as long as my forearm in some of the bins. Alongside them I found tomatoes as well as bags of peanuts, freshly-baked cookies and sacks of apples from an orchard further south. In the back, along with a bunch of sodas and bottled drinks, there were coolers containing more perishable items. Bagged lettuce, bagged celery, pre-cut carrots and more lined the shelves of the coolers. Looking through those ingredients and finding the price reasonable, I decided I'd whip up a special dinner for the night.

      I'm not much of a cook. Whenever I get the chance I watch a ton of food-related TV, but when it comes to working in the kitchen I can be a total klutz. Complicated recipes are usually out for me, but there was one dish I was fairly confident about, one which my mother had taught me to prepare as a teenager, and which had been her signature. Spaghetti alla carbonara.

      In case you've never tried it, it's a fairly simple Italian dish comprised of spaghetti, bacon, eggs, cheese and a few other ingredients. A salad full of greens and fresh tomatoes can serve as a great compliment to such a hearty entree, and so I began gathering up the requisite components for both. A bunch of spinach, a small container of grated parmesan cheese from the deli, a small basket of grape tomatoes, a packet of grated carrots and chopped onions, a small bottle of olive oil, a box of spaghetti, parsley and garlic completed my order. I had eggs at home that I could use in the dish, and though spaghetti alla carbonara usually called for bacon or pancetta, the price of those ingredients made me swoon. I decided to skip them to avoid bankrupting myself.

      All told, my trip to the market took me two and a half hours. On the way there I'd been brooding, my thoughts steeped in negativity. I'd thought about Cat, about the strange happenings at the séance, and of everything Ike had told me about the woman who'd committed suicide in apartment 11, Evelyn. But after spending a half hour picking out my dinner ingredients, the most remarkable thing happened. My mood improved. Immersing myself in the process, selecting fresh veggies and more, I came to forget all of that and simply focused on the task at hand. As I beat it home in double-quick time, I was filled with excitement.

      This was what I'd been needing all along, what had been missing during my first few days living on my own. A hobby. Something productive to fill my time with. I was looking forward to cooking so much that my spirits didn't even waver as I spotted the Lamplight complex looming in the distance. I returned to the apartments, hiked up the four flights and immediately put on some danceable music. Leaving the window open to let plenty of fresh air in, I unpacked my bags and began sorting all of my ingredients.

      Cooking that dinner was the most fun I'd had in ages. Preparing such a meal for myself felt wildly indulgent, but it also made me feel more like a proper adult. This, I decided right then, was something I could get used to doing more often. I set out a small pot on the stove for the pasta, filling it with water, and then washed and shredded my greens for inclusion in the salad. Munching on a few leaves, I was stunned by their freshness, and as I added other ingredients to my salad bowl, the whole thing started coming together, looking like something you'd buy at a restaurant.

      Since I didn't have any meat to work with, I tossed a bit of olive oil into a pan and sauteed some roughly minced garlic. Once my water reached a rolling boil, I dunked the box of pasta and began prepping my sauce. This was always my favorite part of the recipe. You combine a few eggs with grated parmesan to make a thick sauce which is then poured on the freshly boiled pasta. Dumping my fresh parmesan into a bowl, I plucked two large eggs out of the fridge and got to cracking.

      “Been a while since I've made this!” I said. Thinking back on it, I couldn't remember the last time I'd actually eaten the dish. There'd been a time when, growing up in my mom and dad's house, we'd enjoyed it with some regularity. It wasn't an especially fancy dish, but for birthdays and holidays, I'd always begged my mother to make it. As I worked in the kitchen, I could still remember the way my mother had taught me each step, her gentle voice in my ear all the while. “Make sure to combine the egg and cheese well, otherwise it might come out lumpy.”

      I cracked one egg into the parmesan and then started on the other, however as the second egg splashed into the bowl, I noticed something was wrong. There was a red streak in this egg, a blood spot, but that wasn't what had given me pause.

      There was something floating in the whites, tenuously connected to this trail of red membrane.

      Grimacing, I bent down closer to the bowl and tried to pick up the object in question with the fork I'd been using for mixing. It was somewhat opaque, whiter at one tip than it was at the other. It definitely wasn't a part of the egg shell, and as I scooped it out, I considered the possibility that a small, curved piece of plastic had somehow fallen into my bowl, though I felt sure I'd seen it come out of the egg.

      Studying the thing on my fork under the light by the sink, I felt a wave of bile teasing the back of my throat. I lost all will to eat then, looking down with certainty at what was a strictly foreign object. I turned it this way and that, and when I was sure, I dropped the fork into the sink and backed out of the kitchen, white as a sheet.

      There'd been a human fingernail in my egg.

      There could be no questioning it. It was the right shape, size, and along the back, running through the golden yoke, was a thin strand of reddish flesh, showing where it'd been loosed from the nail bed. Gagging, I stumbled onto the futon, my entire body shaking.

      How? What the hell is going on in this apartment? How did that thing get into the egg... where did it come from?

      I was reminded of Evelyn's apartment, of the claw marks on her bathroom medicine cabinet. Fighting back nausea, I pictured a woman's hand scraping the wooden borders of that fixture with such force that her nails were torn away.

      The pot on the stove began to boil over and the garlic in the pan burned.
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      The smell of my dinner remained in the apartment overnight. The mess remained uneaten and I couldn't even bring myself to clear it away. My hunger had gone, completely. I did go looking, once or twice, in the sink though. The fingernail wasn't there, making me wonder if I'd ever actually seen it in the first place.

      All the stress I'd been under had been playing with my head, it was clear. Wanting to relax, give my mind the rest it needed to recharge, I set off to bed early.

      But I didn't sleep. Not at first, anyway.

      Tossing and turning in the sheets, eyes studying the dark shapes on the ceiling, I couldn't drift off for the life of me. My body was sore for the day's trek, and my mind was equally tired, but sleep was determined to come on its own terms, and as I sat there, staring into the darkness, I got to thinking about other things.

      Evelyn.

      What had she been doing up there in apartment 11? Why had she killed herself? There'd been a lot of weird books left behind in that studio, along with some of her personal belongings. It occurred to me that I might go up there and have a look around, just to sate my curiosity, but I quickly banished the thought. Rooting around in a dead woman's things was tasteless, and besides, I didn't have any reason to do it.

      Evelyn was dead and gone, and I was simply suffering a nervous break. Moving out on my own hadn't been so easy a transition as I'd hoped, and the recent goings-on in my new apartment were really getting to me. You're still not used to living alone, I told myself. You're a dumb kid, that's all. You were stupid to think that this was a good idea, but... but you just have get used to the place. Then it won't be so scary. Remember when you first moved into the dorms? After mom died? You were a wreck then, too. Everything was weird, foreign. You couldn't get comfortable and you had a roommate making you crazy. Just relax, get some sleep, and forget about all of this other stuff. And stop blaming that poor dead woman. Don't pay her any mind. She's history. She has nothing to do with you.

      Just then, I thought I heard a noise through the ceiling, a loud thump on the floors of the apartment overhead. I buried myself underneath the sheets and flopped onto my side, doing my best to ignore it. Go to sleep, damn you. Just go to sleep, Tori. Sleep is what you need right now.

      Moonlight came in softly through the window, and the curtains shifted in a slight breeze. Between them I caught the very edge of the fire escape, its rusty railings casting faint shadows across the carpet and against the curtains. In that fluttering, too, I spied something else. It was denser, larger than those railings, though I couldn't get a very good look at it.

      In time, my eyes adjusted and the scene through the window was brought into sharper focus.

      Unless my eyes were playing tricks on me—and I swore up and down that they were—there was someone perched outside my window, on the fire escape. The shadow was cast against the curtains, and in their fluttering I could make out much. The subtle swaying; the shape of a head and shoulders leaning forward as if to glance through my window; a set of fingers reaching out to meet the glass.

      I shot up in bed, the futon's frame shrieking beneath me. The breeze continued, and through the break in the curtains I saw only a clear summer night beyond the edge of the fire escape railing. There was no human shape, no hand, nothing at all. Though relieved, I felt like crying. I took my head in my hands and fought back tears, wondering why I was seeing such strange things. This space, it transformed at night, treated the light in such a way that it could make me see things that weren't there. Optical illusions, I thought, in an effort to calm myself down. You can't always trust your eyes. You don't know this place well enough yet.

      Returning to my side, I squeezed my eyes shut. There would be no more looking out across the dark room to see how the darkness might play tricks on me. Shuddering all the while and breaking into a light sweat for the warmth, I pulled the sheet up to my shoulder and kept my eyes closed till sleep eventually overcame me. All the while, I repeated a simple mantra in my head. There's nothing to be scared of. Nothing to be scared of. Nothing...
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      “Do you want to read it again?”

      I exhaled, stretched. Someone was speaking to me; I could hear them close-by, though the voice was muffled. My ear felt warm and full, like I'd gone swimming and had taken on a bunch of water.

      “Do you want to read it again, Tori? Yes, I suppose we can. Let's see what Melanie Mouse is up to today.”

      I stirred, more vigorously this time. Despite the distortion, I recognized the voice. It'd been a few years since I'd last heard it, but I had no doubts. It was definitely my mother. I smiled, but in my sleepy stupor I couldn't fully open my eyes or control my limbs.

      I felt her hand caress my head, comb through my hair. I could feel her warmth as she spoke. “And how is Melanie Mouse today?”

      The bed beneath me seemed to melt away, and for a moment I felt like I was floating in mid-air. The air was not so stiflingly warm anymore, but had grown pleasantly cool. My mother's hand continued to caress my head, and the smell of her old hand lotion even wafted by.

      I knew I was dreaming, but this felt like the real thing. “Read to me, mom,” is what I wanted to say. “Read me the book one more time.” I couldn't get my lips to move right, and the words left me in a dreamy jumble.

      Something tickled my earlobe. I could feel my mother tracing little circles around my ear with her finger. “I thought it would work,” she said, though this time her voice was a little firmer. It was closer, too, and I could feel her hot breath on my ear, on my neck.

      It smelled different than I remembered it, though. It was sour.

      “I thought it would stop. That I could take it with me in death. But I couldn't. It never stops. Never stops. Because death is not the end.” The words were rushing into my ear, making it sore. She was shouting, manic, breathless.

      And the voice wasn't my mother's anymore.

      The voice that spoke now was haggard, bereft of warmth. The speaker was so close to me that I could feel their lips, their tongue as they barked into my ear.

      “Because death is not the end. Death is not the end. I thought I could make it stop if I died, but I couldn't. It was futile. Death is not the end. It never stops. Death is--”

      I awoke in my futon, drenched in sweat and covered in gooseflesh. Though the dream was over and my faculties were now rapidly returning to me, I could still feel a leftover tingling about my earlobe, where I'd felt my mother touch it with her finger. I reached up to scratch and my palm made contact with something else entirely.

      Something small, oblong, sat upon my ear, and at my touch it began to scurry across my pillow.

      I damn near fell out of my bed, the room aglow in the light of morning, and watched as a small cockroach dashed onto the floor and disappeared around the kitchen bend.
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      “I don't understand,” began Sheldon as I let him into the apartment. First thing that day I called the landlord, informing him that I'd found a roach in my apartment. He was incredulous, and from the very first he insisted that no apartment of his had ever had bug problems. “Are you sure you didn't let it in... bring it from somewhere else? I had the entire building sprayed, top to bottom, not a month ago. I take this very seriously, so I simply can't believe that you've seen a pest in this room.”

      “No, I'm sure I didn't bring it in with me,” I replied. “It's not like I've been hanging around dumpsters or something. I was... I was asleep and I felt it when I woke up. It ran off, went towards the kitchen. I want you to do something. Call an exterminator, whatever. Otherwise I can call my dad, and--”

      Sheldon blanched. “No, no, of course I'll handle it. No need to bother your father with something like this, I'm sure he's quite busy. I'll call our guy up and he can come by to do an additional treatment.” The last thing Sheldon wanted was for my dad to get involved. He knew that my dad would never stand for a roach-infested hovel, and that if he caught wind of this incident, my lease would be as good as broken. Sheldon needed the money too much for that and was determined to make things right. “You say it went into the kitchen?” He walked past my futon, into the kitchen, and put on the light. Immediately his expression soured. “W-what's this?”

      I joined him. “What's the matter?” I asked.

      I didn't have to ask, though. The smell hit me at once, and I doubled back to the main room.

      The kitchen was a mess. I hadn't cleaned up after cooking the night before, but to look at the space you'd have thought that I'd let the dishes pile up for a week. The frying pan was thick with oil and blackened bits of garlic. There was a bowl with spoiled eggs and cheese in it sitting in my sink, and the pot I'd used for pasta was still full, the contents reduced to a congealed whitish liquid. The smell was intense. How I hadn't noticed it before then was a mystery to me.

      Sheldon palmed his bald spot and tried on a warm smile. “Listen,” he said, “I understand that you dislike bugs, however if you live this way...” He motioned to the kitchen. “Well, let's just say you're bound to invite them in. I must ask that you do a better job maintaining your apartment than this.”

      My face flushed with embarrassment. “It's... it's not like that, really. I usually keep things very neat and tidy. It's just that last night, I... I went to make some dinner and I didn't get around to the dishes.” I felt like a complete idiot trying to explain myself to the guy. And anyway, the food I'd left behind in the kitchen had seemingly gone nuclear overnight. As a college student I had some experience with leaving things out a little too long, with food spoilage, but the sights and smells in the kitchen were a world beyond. It was like I'd let it sit for a week.

      Peeved but doing his best to remain friendly, Sheldon assured me he'd send the exterminator in and excused himself, casting one last look into my wreck of a kitchen.

      I set about doing the dishes immediately. Throwing out spoiled food and getting all of the utensils cleaned, I was happy that the little pest from that morning didn't make an appearance. I scrubbed the pots and pans and shelved them, leaving the kitchen as clean as I could. “There,” I said. “It wasn't so bad.” Carrying my trash out to the dumpster, I heaved the bag in and rushed back inside to escape the searing sun. It was a real scorcher outside, and as I climbed the stairs to my room, I considered stopping to visit Ike. Wouldn't mind sitting in front of his fan for a little while, I thought.

      Late that afternoon, the exterminator dropped by. He was a husky middle-aged man, wearing denim overalls and dripping with sweat. He was friendly and talkative, telling me all about how he'd recently lost weight on some new, gimmicky diet plan—though from where the weight had gone on his chubby frame was a damned mystery—and about how he was getting paid “short notice pay” for coming by that day. He crawled on hands and knees all over my apartment, taking his big sprayer full of industrial pesticides with him into the kitchen, bathroom and all around the main space. He doused the baseboards, the insides of the cabinets, and even moved my appliances to give the harder-to-reach spots some coverage. When he was finished however, he took to scratching his greasy scalp and shrugged. “Miss, I'll be real honest with you, I didn't see a single roach in this here place. Not even a dead one. No signs of droppings or nothing, either. It's pretty strange. You sure you saw a cockroach? Cuz usually where there's one, there's a whole lot more.”

      “Pretty sure, yeah,” I replied, massaging the back of my neck. A dull ache grew up gradually behind my eyes and I sat down on my futon. I was pretty sure I'd seen a creepy crawly running across my pillow that morning, but then, I'd been seeing a lot of things as of late. There was no way to know if the cockroach had been genuine or if it, too, had been one of my delusions. I seemed to be having a lot of those recently. “Anyway, thank you for coming by.”

      “Pleasure's all mine, young lady. Don't touch any of the sprayed surfaces for a bit. Give the stuff a while to dry. It's a good day to hit the swimming pool, I reckon.” He looked out my window. “Does this complex have a pool?”

      I grinned. “I wish.”

      The exterminator made his way out and I locked the door behind him. Then, opening the window all the way, I returned to the futon and tried to figure out how to best sort my day. I'd gotten up early, and after my ruined dinner and the morning's events, I realized I hadn't eaten in quite a while. Nothing in the apartment seemed appetizing though, and frankly I'd had enough of the place for a while. I wanted to get out, despite the heat.

      I texted both Annie and Julia to see what they were up to. Annie was busy, had gone shopping with her parents in Columbus for the day, but Julia proved open to making the drive to Moorlake to meet for lunch. I asked her, too, if she'd be willing to help me run an errand.

      The laundry hamper next to the shower was getting rather full, and so I packed my dirty laundry into a backpack and decided to kill two birds with one stone. There was a twenty-four hour laundromat down the street and a few small chain restaurants close-by. Julia agreed to stop off first at the laundromat so that I could get a few loads started.

      Forty minutes later, when I'd taken a quick shower and put on a T-shirt and jean shorts, Julia pulled up in her Honda, honking the horn loudly and sending me a text to let me know she'd arrived. I hauled my laundry out of the apartment and started down the stairs, meeting her in the parking lot. She let me place the bag of clothes in her trunk and then I plopped down into the passenger seat. “Thanks for coming, I really appreciate it,” I said. “Walking around today would be brutal; the forecast said we're up in the mid-90's today.”

      Julia nodded absently. She wasn't looking at me, but was looking up at the exterior of building 3, a puzzled look on her face.

      “What is it?” I asked after a time. I looked out at the building along with her, but didn't see anything out of the ordinary.

      “Did you say that the apartment above yours was empty?” she asked, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. She had the air conditioning cranked way up, but had lowered her music—the soundtrack to some Broadway musical—around the time I'd climbed in.

      “Uh, yeah, why?”

      Julia frowned, giving her head a shake, and then put the car into drive. “No reason, I guess. I just could have sworn that I saw someone in that window a second ago.”

      My heart fluttered. “W-wait, what? In the fifth floor window?” I turned and looked up at the building as we exited the lot. The window to apartment 11 was in clear view, though from where I sat it looked completely empty. The blinds were closed and undisturbed.

      “I'm sure it was nothing,” she replied, turning her music up another notch. “So, where's this laundromat?”
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      The laundromat looked like the kind of place that had been under non-stop, twenty-four hour operation for way, way too long. The windows were grimy with what I took to be traces of soap, and many of the tiles in the floor had come up over the years, leaving unsightly pocks. Except for an elderly couple who were busy matching what appeared to be hundreds of socks, there was no one else in the place. Half the washers and almost all of the dryers were out of order; there were little handwritten signs on each one of the broken machines, some of them apparently quite old. Whoever owned the business apparently didn't come around much, or else didn't care that everything was busted.

      I selected two washers that appeared to work and rummaged around in my wallet for a couple of bills. Feeding them into the change machine—the most polished thing in the entire building—I came back with a handful of quarters, which I then slipped into the washers. I had a small container of detergent with me, and when I'd measured out two loads' worth of it and poured it in through the hatch in the top, I started them both up. They groaned to life, spinning and sloshing, and I slung my empty bag over my shoulder. “OK, now how about we get something to eat?”

      Julia was all too ready to get out of there. “Yes, please. And next time, I'll just bring you to my mom's house. You can do laundry there. This place is gross, Tori.”

      We left the grungy laundromat and walked down the street, slipping beneath awnings when we could to keep out of the harsh sun, and decided to visit a chain bakery. It was a cafe and restaurant, specializing in coffee, baked goods and lighter fare. We'd visited during what were typically lunch rush hours, but there were only a few tables taken in the entire place.

      I tell you, the gust of air-conditioned, bread-scented air was the most magical thing I'd experienced in quite some time.

      The two of us looked over the menu for a few minutes. Julia picked up a salad; I was hungrier and opted for a sandwich and soup. Though I attempted to pay for her meal, she stepped ahead of me and handed the cashier one of her dad's credit cards. “Seriously, don't worry about it,” she said. Minutes later we had our food and a couple of iced teas, and we selected a table for two near the windows.

      To our left there was a little section where plush chairs had been arranged near a small electric fireplace. Despite the hideous heat outside, the fireplace was on, and a silent flame danced around within the glass enclosure. I cracked some joke about it while digging into my food. The soup was a bit too hot to eat, but as it cooled I tore into my turkey sandwich like I'd never seen one before.

      Julia, though, was less enthused. She looked out the window at the quiet streets, sipping at her iced tea. “How are things, Tori?” she asked, dumping a packet of sugar into her glass and mixing it in with the straw.

      It was such a bland question I almost didn't know how to answer. What things, in particular, did she want to know about? “Things are good, I guess.” I took another bite, mulling it over.

      “With the apartment, I mean.” Julia picked up her fork but didn't actually eat anything.

      She must have caught the shiftiness in my eyes as I replied, “It's nice,” because she didn't buy it.

      “I don't know how you live there, Tori. I mean, after everything that happened? How can you stand it?” She speared a tomato and dragged it through a puddle of dressing. “No offense, but I don't really care to go in there again. Not after that night.”

      I set down my sandwich, nodding. “I know what you mean. It's not exactly a five-star accommodation. And, you know...” I trailed off, not sure how much I should actually tell her. Julia already hated the place; if I shared more about the building's past, or about my experiences in it, she would only urge me to move out. Which, of course, was the smart thing. I was increasingly considering it myself. Since moving into my room at the Lamplight, I'd become less gung-ho about summer classes. The idea of leaving that apartment behind, trying out the dorms again come fall semester, was becoming more alluring by the moment. “I'm working it out,” I finally finished. “It's just for the summer, right? When that class is over, I'll be out of there.”

      Julia propped her chin on her palm and ate a crouton. “Not to sound like Cat, but it gives me bad vibes, that place. Just... just driving up to it.” Looking to me earnestly, she added, “What do you think happened that night? I mean, really happened. With Cat? I've been... I've been thinking about it a lot. Every day, in fact. I just wonder if, you know, there wasn't something we could have done. Or, maybe, if I hadn't started taunting the spirit... if I hadn't interrupted things, well...” She gulped hard. Guilt was clearly chiseled across her fair features.

      I sighed, picking up the second half of my sandwich. “Uh... well, she ruptured an aneurysm.” I arched my brows and gave a weak shrug. “It wasn't like you reached in and tampered with the blood vessels in her brain, right? It wasn't anything you did, Julia.”

      “No, no. Not that. I mean, I know that. But... why? Why then, of all nights? You know... that look on her face. It's like she saw something, Tori. Don't you think?” When she'd worked over a few bites of salad, she continued. “We shouldn't have been playing with that thing to begin with, but... even before we'd started that building had given me the chills. It's like... it's like playing in a graveyard. We couldn't have picked a worse place to mess around with that board.”

      Knowing what I knew about the building, about Evelyn from apartment 11, it was hard to disagree, but still I denied it. “Oh, come on. It's just an old building. It needs a fresh coat of paint, but... it's not that bad. Seriously. Stop worrying.”

      “I... I didn't want to say anything before, but...” Julia gave me this tender, broken little smile. It was the same kind of smile my mother would always give when she was worried. “You don't look well, Tori. Your eyes... you've got those dark circles, like you're barely sleeping. And you just look so tired. Distracted. I don't know. Are... are you sure everything is OK?”

      I chuckled. “Damn, that's what I get for not putting on makeup this morning, huh?” Julia blushed, probably worried that she'd offended me, but I smoothed things over. “It's hard, getting used to sleeping in a new place. And the room gets so warm without AC. But I'm doing fine, really.”

      There was silence after that. The two of us worked on our food, seldom making eye contact. I glanced out the window, marveling not for the first time at the dearth of people downtown. I read the signs of the businesses across the street. One, a florist; the next, an old-fashioned ice cream shop. And then something caught my eye in the alley between them.

      The alley was a one-way street which led to a parking lot in the rear of both establishments. The sun was in just such a position where the inside of this alley was cast in shadow, and standing in it, looking out across the street in our general direction, was a single person.

      I nearly choked on my food, coughing loudly.

      “Tori, you OK?” asked Julia, handing me my tea.

      It took me a minute to catch my breath. I took a sip of tea and sat hard against the back of my chair, looking past Julia's worried face and out into the street. Julia's eyes followed. The ice cubes in my tea rattled against the glass as I went to set it down.

      There was no one out there.

      Staring through the cafe window I could no longer see the figure dressed in black standing in the alleyway. Just a minute ago, the entity had been there, the same one I'd seen outside my apartment window, twice. The very same one I'd thought I'd glimpsed on my fire escape the night before. Without any conscious effort, I uttered the name “Evelyn” under my breath.

      “Tori, what's the matter?” asked Julia, gripping my wrist. I snapped out of my trance immediately. She looked out the window again, then studied my face closely. At this proximity I could have counted her freckles. “What happened?” She made a half-turn towards the window again.

      “N-no, it's nothing,” I replied. “I was just choking for a second there.” I took a deep breath and a long sip from my glass. “Sorry.”

      Julia didn't believe me, but rather than argue the point she took to playing with her hair. Julia was the worst about that. Whenever she got bored or nervous—or God forbid bored and nervous—she'd reach for her red ponytail, twisting it and tensing it in her fingers till it lost its perfect shape and she lost a few hairs. “Whatever.”

      I finished up my food quickly and excused myself to the bathroom, where I splashed cold water in my face and looked myself over in the mirror. You're losing it, I thought. Hold yourself together. There's nothing to be scared of. There was no one in that alley and you know it. Certainly not... not...

      Evelyn.

      Somewhere along the line, despite not knowing a thing about the woman other than her name, I'd come to start calling that black-garbed figure Evelyn. Shuddering, I dried my face with paper towels and then looked at myself closely, singling out the dark circles under my eyes that Julia had pointed out. They were especially pronounced. My skin wasn't a great color, and the whites of my eyes were looking bloodshot as well. I left the bathroom and returned to the table, taking care of my plates and garbage. “OK, ready to go?”

      Julia had barely made it through half of her salad. She abandoned it by the garbage for the fruit flies and followed me out the door. We power-walked down to the laundromat, and as we did so, I kept one eye on the alley between the florist's and the ice cream shop.

      There was no one there.
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      To save a little money, I singled out the only jumbo-sized dryer in the laundromat and threw all of my clothes in it at once. Dropping the last of my quarters into the slot, the dull display on its face flashed “75” in big, red numerals. That meant we had seventy five whole minutes to kill.

      Not wanting to stick around the laundromat like the old couple who were still, even after our lunch, fussing over a mound of socks, we walked up and down the strip looking for some place that was open. As before, we had few choices, and ultimately dropped into a coffee shop, where we split an iced coffee and perused stacks of used books.

      The whole time, Julia didn't talk much. Now and then she'd give me a sort of suspicious look, like she knew I was holding back from telling her everything about the apartment, but when caught she'd just awkwardly smile. At one point, she asked me how my dad was doing, and I told her that he was planning on coming by for a visit sometime soon. Later on, before we returned to the laundromat, she asked me if I'd talked much to Annie in the past few days. She was probably hoping that I'd spilled my guts to Annie and that she'd be able to get the scoop about my real thoughts on the apartment afterward, from her. I answered honestly, and told her we'd just texted back and forth a bit.

      I was glad that she was concerned for me. It meant a lot to have friends in my life who wanted to look out for my safety and comfort. But at the same time, Julia's prodding grew irksome, because I knew, deep down, that it wasn't solely out of kindness that she kept on asking.

      Julia liked to gossip. She wasn't overt about it, but she was the kind of girl who enjoyed a good bit of drama. Wherever there was a story she could really sink her teeth into, Julia would do her best to tease it out, so that later on she could talk about it with her friends. Maybe her summer was so boring that she felt the need to include herself in someone else's drama. I knew I wasn't immune to Julia's gossiping tendencies; and neither was Annie, for that matter. Two semesters ago, Annie had dated a real lousy guy named Gus. The two had had a pretty nasty break-up—several of them, in fact—and Julia had reported to me about the newest events in Annieland like a news anchor, in real-time. This was the same kind of thing.

      Any tidbit I gave Julia during this outing would be hashed and rehashed behind my back, used as conversational fuel between herself and Annie.

      We got back to the laundromat and I folded all of my clothes quickly and messily. It was getting late, would be dark soon, and Julia had to be on her way. Tucking my clothes back into my bag, I hauled it back to Julia's car and we took off. I thanked her repeatedly for her help, and for the lunch. Despite the lulls in conversation, I felt recharged for having spent the day with her, and I wanted her to know it.

      But as we pulled up to the parking lot of the Lamplight complex, all of those fuzzy feelings receded markedly. The sight of those three, grey columns rising up into the darkening sky made my breath catch, and I had to fight back the urge to squirm in my seat. As we approached my building, I couldn't help but look up into the fifth floor window, citing what Julia had said before, about seeing someone in it. There was still no one there.

      Of course there isn't anyone there, you idiot.

      Hoisting my bag onto my shoulder, I stepped out of the car and thanked Julia one last time. “Really, thank you for today. I appreciate it.”

      Julia smiled wanly. “No problem. Let's do it again soon, OK?” Before driving off, she added, her smile drooping. “If anything happens... or if you need anything, you know...”

      “I'll call you, for sure,” I said, giving a cheesy thumbs-up. “Drive safe, OK?”

      Julia nodded and circled around the lot. She was gone, out of sight, before I even made it to the front door, and as she drove away I could tell that she was staring into her rearview.
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      I'd seen the follow-up call from Annie, not an hour after Julia's departure, coming from a mile away. “Hello?” I answered, separating my clothes and placing them neatly into the appropriate drawers. Somehow, over the course of the day, the apartment had cooled down so that the interior was almost tolerable, and I could no longer smell the pesticides the exterminator had set down earlier.

      “Hey, it's Annie.” Her voice was pensive, weighed down by something. She wasn't calling just to say hi.

      I played dumb and did my best high school jock impression, deepening my voice. “You see the game last night, dude? It was pretty badass, huh? That touchdown was tops, bro. I love the Indians.”

      Annie chortled. “The Indians are a baseball team.”

      “You would know,” I replied. “I've always hated sports. So, what's up?”

      “Nothing much,” replied Annie. I could picture her, sitting in her bedroom back home, twirling her pink lock of hair in her fingers. “I heard you went out to lunch with Julia today.”

      I smirked. “Jealous? If you want, I'll let you come out and treat me. I'm a cheap date. Promise.”

      “She said you're not looking too well.” She held her breath.

      “Is that what she said?” My laugh was a little caustic. “Spent the whole day with the broad and that's all she mentioned? Well, it's true.” I rolled my eyes. “I look like total shit, as a matter of fact. Can't even look at myself in the mirror.”

      Annie wasn't taking the bait, wasn't laughing like I'd hoped. “She's worried about you, Tori. And... and I am, too. That apartment you're living in--”

      I took the phone in my other hand and walked over to the window. “Oh, the apartment again? Look, it's like I told Julia. This place is fine. It's totally fine. I've had, you know... some hiccoughs, OK? But it's a new place, and there will always be hurdles to clear. I appreciate the worry, but you guys needn't torture yourselves.”

      Annie sighed. “I knew you'd say that, but do you even know anything about that place? About its history?”

      I cleared my throat. “I... I mean... I know some things about it, yeah.”

      “Did you know that someone died in it?” she continued in a whisper.

      Without realizing it, I began squeezing the life out of my phone. The case creaked as I held it to my ear. “Yeah, I know about that,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant.

      She called my bluff. “So, what are you still doing there? That's scary, Tori. I know you. There's no way you're down with living in a place where some lady hung herself.”

      “How'd you find out?” I spit out the words, probably sounded accusatory.

      Annie hesitated. “After what happened with Cat, I just decided to look into it. Funny things happen when you type in the name of your apartment complex into Google. It was on the first page. Local news.”

      A small laugh built up in my throat. “Well, good job. You're a fine detective, Annie. Want a cookie or something? Give me a break.”

      “It wasn't a good place for playing with a Ouija board. We probably made contact with the spirit of... of that dead woman,” said Annie. “Think about it. And Cat, when she saw... whatever it was in that apartment... it almost killed her.”

      “OK, now you're sounding like frigging Julia, all paranoid and crap. Let me be clear, Annie. What happened to Cat is terrible. And it's sad. And it's a lot of things, OK, but it's not because of... because of a ghost.” I breathed through clenched teeth. “And another thing. Don't say a word to Julia about this suicide thing, got that? If you do, then I'll never be able to get her to drop it. She'll come out here and take me to lunch every day, ruining the meal with questions. I don't need that.”

      Groaning, Annie replied, “Fine. We're just worried about you, Tori. We don't want... we don't want anything to happen to you at the apartment. That's all.”

      “Well, you can both relax, because there's nothing here. Nothing that can hurt me. Unless I have a heart attack because my shower water gets too cold. I mean, that's a possibility. But aside from that, there's nothing.” I said that with a lot of conviction in my voice. I could probably have won an Oscar for that delivery.

      But in my heart, I didn't believe it.

      I wanted to act tough in front of my friends, put on a brave face, and make it look like my decision to move into this apartment was a good one. But internally, my own faith in the move was crumbling. If things didn't turn around for me, and fast, I'd be searching for some sort of excuse to give for why I'd chosen, in the end, to abandon my lease.

      “A few good nights' sleep and I'll be ship-shape. I've had trouble sleeping since the move, but I'll get used to the futon soon enough,” I said.

      We had a little back and forth about what she'd been up to. Her anime convention was coming up and she'd be taking a bus to Chicago in the next few days. She planned to meet up with some of her internet buddies, as well as various voice actors and artists she was fond of. When we brought the conversation back to her and her plans, her tone lightened considerably.

      “Well,” I said, yawning, “I'm going to let you go, Annie. Feeling a bit tired. Bed is sounding pretty good right about now.”

      I could hear her as she weighed her reply. “Be careful,” she said after a moment.

      I laughed. “Be careful? What, in my dreams?”

      Annie only sighed.
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      It was that night, after getting off the phone with Annie, that I began to have the dreams. I've never been the sort of person who can recall their dreams with much clarity, but the dreams I began having in the studio were far different from any others I'd ever experienced.

      Twice I dreamt of that apartment above my own, the eleventh unit, where Evelyn had lived. In the first, I found myself walking up the stairwell and entering the apartment through the front door. All of the lights were off, and yet I could see. There existed about the shadowed space a sort of eerie phosphorescence, a light without clear origin, that illuminated everything I was meant to see, and which eschewed all of those details that were evidently none of my concern. I shuffled, half-blind, across the carpet of the main room, walked into the shadowed kitchen, and then turned around to face the bathroom. It was then that I saw her, standing in front of the bathroom sink, facing the mirror.

      Evelyn.

      There isn't much I can say about her appearance; nothing in her face struck me as particularly noteworthy. She had plain, even features and dark hair that had gone half-grey. Her hands were lined in thick veins, and they were wrapped around the edges of the sink for support. She was dressed in a black, rough-looking cotton dress and was barefoot against the linoleum floor.

      And she was speaking.

      I never did hear her voice. She was leaning over the sink, staring widely into the mirror before her, and her lips moved as though she were deep in conversation with someone. Just who it was I couldn't say. The bathroom door was half-closed, and from where I stood I couldn't get a good look at the mirror.

      So I started through the murk towards the bathroom, which leaked out a yellowish light. Why are you talking to yourself? I thought, reaching out to touch the bathroom door. I felt the coolness of the door against my fingertips as I nudged it open, heard its whining hinges. In that moment, it all felt very real to me.

      The dream ended shortly thereafter, but not before Evelyn began to turn towards me. It was almost as though she'd sensed me intruding upon her private conversation and was turning to scold me. And at the same time, though I'd be a liar if I said I knew just what, it seemed to me that something in the mirror, independent of Evelyn's reflection, moved to look at me as well.

      I awoke with a start before sunrise, and when I'd had a few moments to sit up and consider what I'd just dreamt, I had considerable trouble drifting back to sleep.

      But the next night, Evelyn found her way into my dreams once again. And this dream was a bit different from the first. I spent the day in the apartment, reading and watching movies on my phone, and by the time I crawled into bed my memory of the first dream had faded somewhat. A fluke, I thought. A simple nightmare.

      But the dreams that accosted me that second night were a seeming continuation of the first. I sensed in them some kind of linear story, a progression; and also, an unmistakable feeling that I was an unwelcome intruder. At no point in my dreaming did I feel I had any business seeing such things play out. I was eavesdropping on something private.

      Returning to apartment 11, the path ahead marked in sparse light and the path behind covered up by crawling darkness, I walked through the main room, floated weightlessly into the kitchen, and then turned once more to face the bathroom. This time, the door was completely open, and I could see Evelyn far more clearly than before.

      I could see that she was crying. Her eyes, large and yellowed, were brimming with tears, and her veiny hands had found their way up to the medicine cabinet, where she buried her nails into the wood and scratched at it like an animal. From her lips there poured animalistic wails, broken only by a single, gasping word. “No!” She blurted it again and again, while striking blows upon the mirror and cabinet that housed it. “No, no, no!”

      My pulse began to rise and I could feel both warmth and tightness in my chest.

      There was a terrible pounding noise coming from somewhere in the apartment. At first I took it for the sound of my heart, but the beats were too irregular, too violent for that.

      Drawing closer to the bathroom, I soon discovered the true source.

      There was a book on the floor, an ancient-looking thing with a cover made of silvery metal. It had fallen from the bathroom sink, where Evelyn had apparently been reading it, and it moved very slightly at her feet, seemingly of its own accord. The outside of the tome was decorated ornately, featuring a series of interconnected circles which had been painstakingly pressed into the metal with some fine instrument. The hundreds—thousands—of little impressions, when taken as a whole, had a dizzying visual effect. There was no title on the book's cover, and I couldn't be sure what kind of knowledge was contained in it, but what I encountered next gave me sufficient grounds to guess.

      Blood dripped into the sink from Evelyn's fingertips as she raged on against the cabinet, oblivious to my presence. “No!” she screamed, her throat ragged.

      The pounding came not from Evelyn's hands, nor from my heart. The rough, violent beats were coming from the other side of the mirror. As I stepped into the bathroom and stood behind Evelyn, I found something reflected in the mirror that shouldn't have been there.

      It's probably too generous to call the shape I saw a real “face”. That it belonged to something generally human in shape, and that it had certain characteristics that reminded me of a mouth, of eyes, may have been true, but if this was in fact a face then it was like no face I'd ever seen or even conceived of, except for in my nightmares. It was black as pitch and warped, seeming to distort the mirror itself with its aberrancy. Where its eyes and mouth should have been there was empty space. The entire thing throbbed and roiled like a mass of storm clouds, and would sometimes approximate a more human appearance, only to grow muddied and nebulous moments later.

      I couldn't bear to look at it very long, and I tried to avert my eyes from the mirror. Everything else within my frame of view was hardly more pleasant however. I heard the clink of two fingernails as they were torn from Evelyn's fingers and landed in the sink. Her screams left my ears ringing in the enclosed space, and the light overhead began to flicker.

      Evelyn turned around, her weeping fingertips grasping at my neck, and began to shake me. No longer was her face the bland, pale mask I'd seen before. The skin had grown dry, coarse and brown, and had settled against her bones like a piece of meat left to sit in the summer sun. Hers was the visage of decomposition, of hideousness and decay, and as she shook me, her shrunken, cadaverous lips cracking to annunciate her screams of “No!”, she began to fall apart at the seams. Her hair tumbled from her rotten scalp in large clumps onto the floor. Her eyes, small and pustulent, rocked in their sockets till they dripped out across her cheeks. Her teeth rattled in her mouth like dice and her tongue, shrunken and black, rasped like sandpaper against her palate.

      When I awoke, I was paralyzed. Through sheer force of will I managed to open my eyes, but when I did I realized, to my sheer terror, that the dream hadn't let go of me yet. I was still in its clutches, and the scenery was as awful as ever.

      I was laying down on bare carpet, staring upward, and just above me, hanging by a clumsy noose that'd been threaded through a heavy-duty screw eye, was a body. It swayed, legs kicking, arms spasming. I knew it was Evelyn before I even got a look at her red face and bugging eyes. She was still dressed in her rough black garb, and her trembling feet dangled so low that her great toe nearly caught my nose as she rocked. I could hear the pull of the rope under tension, listened to the last of her breaths as she succumbed. The wooden chair she'd used sat on the floor, on its side.

      I couldn't move, couldn't react, but I felt absolutely awake just then. I lost control of my heart—felt it ricochet off of my sternum—and of my bladder, too. What felt like warm, real urine seeped down my leg and into the carpet, and what I took to be proper tears streamed down my cheeks.

      It's just a dream, I told myself as the body spun slightly on the cordage. You're going to wake up—really wake up—and you'll see that this is just a nightmare. You're in bed right now, and everything is fine. Evelyn had gone completely slack. Her eyes were left in a permanent bulge, and as she rotated listlessly on the rope, her dead gaze met my own. I stared back into the dead woman's eyes, unable to move, to even blink, and just wept. Her hair was tangled around the rope, and her mouth had fallen open in what looked to me like a final gasp. “No! No! No!” I could still hear her voice, could still feel her screams reverberating off of the studio's walls, despite the almost complete silence.

      At some point, delirious with fright, I snapped out of it.

      I opened my eyes. Really opened them.

      I sucked in a breath so deep that I immediately began to cough and choke.

      There was no body dangling over me. One by one my limbs awoke, like they'd been held down by pure magnetism up to that moment, and I was able to sit up. My lungs felt like they'd been filled with hot sand. The window, at some point in the night, had been closed, and my apartment felt like a sweltering heat trap. I breathed deeply, my hair matted to my face with sweat and the floor beneath me damp with urine.

      That was when it struck me.

      I was sitting on the floor, on the carpet.

      In an empty apartment.

      None of my furniture was there, none of my belongings whatsoever.

      I fought my way into a standing position and batted the mini blinds away from the window, catching a glimpse of the morning sun. Baffled and frightened, I staggered to the kitchen, leaning against the wall the entire way, and found all of my things were gone from there as well. To my right however, the bathroom light was on, and I wasn't two steps into the bathroom when I suddenly went running for the front door and burst out onto the stairwell.

      There were deep grooves in the wood around the medicine cabinet.

      This wasn't my apartment.

      Racing out the door and nearly falling down the stairs, I turned to examine the number on the wall outside.

      I'd woken up in apartment 11.

      All but tumbling down the concrete stairs, I fought my way to the fourth floor, finding the door to my real apartment closed. Pushing my way in and collapsing on my messy futon, I scanned the room from behind bleary eyes and bawled.

      There was no explanation for it. I'd woken up in Evelyn's room, had found my way in there at some point in the night. Despite the pleasant sunlight pouring in, I felt only terror. I couldn't trust myself, my surroundings, and pinched my forearm till it was sore and raw.

      I wasn't dreaming anymore, though.

      I was living the nightmare.
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      Even in my terrified state, I knew my options were limited.

      I stood outside the building in the early morning sun, pacing through the dewey grass and fighting to choke down the panic that continuously threatened to send me, running and screaming, down the street.

      There was something happening in the apartment, and the truth was that something had been happening for some time. I'd denied it, covered it up or assured myself that I was the problem. It'd been much easier to write everything off as paranoia caused by a move, but I was too far past that point to try and color the morning's events in such a way.

      I'd never been a sleepwalker, and couldn't understand how I'd ended up in that accursed room without my even knowing it. And then there were the dreams I'd had while laying across the floor of that empty studio; so vivid, so gut-churningly awful and dark that even in the daylight, fully possessed of my senses, I couldn't purge them from my thoughts.

      It was time to go. To end this silly experiment in independence. Someday, certainly, I'd move out on my own. My tenancy at the Lamplight had been a mistake, however. A huge one. I idled outside the main entrance to building 3 for several minutes, hoping to catch sight of another person. The other buildings were as still as five-story mausoleums though, and the people living in the houses across the street had either gone to work already or were still asleep.

      I was alone.

      I needed to go back into the apartment and pack some things. I needed my phone, to change my clothes, to gather up all of my valuables and essentials. But I didn't want to.

      When I'd recovered my things, I could wait outside for a few hours till my dad—or Julia or Annie—came to get me. If necessary I'd just head straight for campus and wait there till a ride materialized.

      Going back inside was one of the hardest things I'd ever done. Entering the commons area and eyeing the stairway door, I hesitated for a long time before soldiering up the flights. I paused at the second-floor landing, considered speaking to Ike, though as I approached his door I thought better of it. That man, kind though he was, couldn't help me. The only way to stop this would be for me to leave. Permanently.

      I wandered into my apartment like a stranger. My eyes darted about the studio as though it were my first time inside, but as seconds passed I recognized that nothing had changed. My futon was still there, an unmade mess. The television and dresser were still there. In the kitchen, next to the sink, was a glass I'd used the day before, still half-full of water.

      Don't freak out, OK? Just take your things and go. You can call dad when you're outside.

      I rifled through my things and sourced a large bag, into which I dumped most of my clothing and anything I deemed valuable. There was no way I could bring the television with me, though perhaps my dad would be willing to come in for it later on. I unearthed my phone, liberating it from the mess of sheets on the futon, and then started backing out of the apartment. Opening the door, I stepped out onto the landing, locked up, and dashed down the stairs to the commons area, where I finally allowed myself a moment to breathe.

      I thumbed my phone on, getting ready to call my dad. I hoped he wasn't busy, that he'd be able to come and get me, and that I'd be able to give some reasonable excuse for my sudden change of heart. This entire apartment thing had been my idea, and I'd constantly reassured him that I liked living here. What the hell could I tell him? The truth, in this case, was simply off-limits. I wasn't even sure that I could articulate the truth myself, if we're being honest. There was simply so much going on in that apartment that a weak excuse would be easier to offer up.

      I was about to dial my father when I noticed I had a deluge of missed calls and texts. Standing just inside the main door, the warm morning wind threatening of another miserably hot day, I scrolled through them all and listened to some voicemails.

      The calls and texts came from Annie and Julia, save for one, whose number was unlisted.

      The two of them, in numerous messages over the course of the night, had said more or less the same thing.

      Cat was no longer in a coma. She'd come around despite all odds and was now conscious. It was great news, though I wasn't in any state of mind to rejoice over it. What struck me as odd was the other tidbit they shared.

      Not only was Cat awake, but she was demanding to see me. To hear Annie tell it, Cat's first words, her first request upon fully regaining consciousness, was to demand to see me.

      And then I listened to the last voicemail, from the private number. Before a single word was spoken on the recording, I heard the din of medical equipment and the beeping of a telemetry monitor. There was some hushed talk in the background, possibly a nurse or visitor, followed by a rattling noise, as of the receiver being brought up to the caller's lips.

      The voice that spoke shortly thereafter was so weak that I nearly didn't recognize it as Cat's. “Tori,” she rasped, “Tori, this is Cat Meyers. I've been trying to reach you. We need to talk. It's about the other night. You know what I'm talking about.” She took a shaky breath. “Please, if you get this, come straight over to the hospital. They might be transferring me, but I've given my parents instructions, and the staff, too, not to turn you away. Please, it's important.” I heard someone muttering in the background. The sound worsened, and Cat's goodbye sounded faint. “Please, Tori. We have to talk.”

      The message ended and I hurriedly deleted it. Keeping it in my voicemail felt somehow dirty to me, and the very sound of Cat's voice, ringing in my ear, gave me the shivers.

      Not a day out of her coma, Cat had wanted to talk to me.

      It's about the séance.

      I stuffed the phone into my pocket and looked up at building 3, at the column of windows above me. “What does she want to tell me?” I thought aloud, taking a step out onto the grounds.

      Whatever it was, she claimed it was of the utmost importance. Probably it was related to the things I'd been seeing throughout the complex, to the dark energies that had so suffused the place since we'd messed around with her Ouija board.

      She wants to talk about what she saw, I thought, recalling the utter terror on her face as she'd collapsed on that rainy night.

      She wants to talk about Evelyn.

      I tightened the strap on my bag and decided to set out for the hospital. It wasn't far by foot, and even though I knew Cat had nothing pleasant to share, my instinct was that this was something I needed to hear. A much-needed piece of the puzzle. No matter what she told me, I assured myself I was through with the Lamplight complex, with apartment 10. I wasn't going to live there anymore and subject myself to torment. When I'd seen Cat and she'd said her piece, I'd call up my dad and leave the complex for good.

      What have you got for me, Cat? I wondered as I walked along. The morning was warm, but it was still cool enough out for me to make the trek without much difficulty. I beat pavement, crossed Main and Wooster and was approaching the glass front doors of the Moorlake Health Center in just under an hour.
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      I don't think I'll ever get used to the smell of hospitals. The smell is a weird combination of antiseptic spray and human suffering, and it seeps into everything. You can smell it the minute you walk in the door, even in places as picturesque as the lobby. It's just a different kind of air.

      The elevator spit me out on the ninth floor, and I followed the signs to the Neuro ICU, where Annie had told me to meet Cat. I wasn't sure what bed she was in or if the staff would let me visit her, but I walked down the well-lit hall all the same, pausing in front of two imposing doors. There was a sign on the wall instructing visitors to hit a button to be buzzed inside, and up above an ancient-looking security camera blinked at me. I tapped the white button and waited. A few moments later, there was a loud click and the door opened outward, giving me a stronger dose of that off-putting hospital smell.

      There must have been about fifteen patient rooms within the Neuro ICU, all of them fronted by large, glass doors. The nurse's station was positioned in the middle, making the whole place look more like a maximum security prison than a hospital ward. The lights were kept low and windows were all shuttered, making it hard to tell whether it was day or night. I walked through the doorway nervously and approached the desk, greeting the attendant. “Hi,” I said, “I'm here to visit someone.”

      The woman was courting the latter half of middle age and wore a semi-permanent frown. Her hair was dyed blonde and cut short, and her ruby red lipstick stood out in the gloom. The perfume she wore, a sweet, flowery thing, clashed awfully with the surrounding smells and made my stomach roil.

      That wasn't the only reason my stomach chose to act up, though. I was nervous. I'd been called to the hospital by Cat herself and didn't know what to expect. With everything that'd happened to her, was Cat even of sound mind? My morning had been packed with stress that I hadn't fully recovered from, and walking into this place was only freaking me out further. There wasn't much choice, though; if Cat had something for me, some information that would help me piece together the nightmarish goings-on at the Lamplight complex, then I needed to listen up.

      The clerk scrolled through a list of names on her screen. “Who is it you're here to visit?” she asked softly.

      “Cat Meyers,” I replied, looking around at the glass-fronted rooms. I tried not to shudder as I saw people with tubes protruding from their mouths and throats; people with messes of wires affixed to their heads; patients strapped down to their beds by their wrists and ankles. The ICU wasn't a pretty place. What state would Cat be in?

      “She's in bed 12,” replied the woman at the desk. She rotated in her chair and pointed towards the rear of the nursing unit.

      I thanked her and got moving, minding the numbers posted on the outside of every door until I reached the twelfth. Sucking in a deep breath, I gripped the strap of my bag and took a step inside. The glass door to this room had been blocked partially by a curtain so that I couldn't look in. I rapped on the glass gingerly and called out. “Hi, C-cat? It's me. It's Tori.”

      There was silence.

      Pushing through my hesitation, I stepped past the curtain and into the room.

      Cat was sitting on the edge of her bed, staring right at me.

      I doubled back, spooked. “Jesus, Cat...” I fought to grin. “You scared me.”

      Though she'd been through a great deal, Cat looked surprisingly good. She had a large, white dressing on her head where she'd evidently been operated on, and some of her hair had been shaved away, too. Her skinny frame was draped in a white hospital gown and she sat near the foot of the bed, feet dangling over the floor. Her eyes were as big and sharp as ever, and as I entered she hit me at once with what I took to be sternness. “I've been waiting for you, Tori.”

      “Yes, I'm sorry I couldn't make it over sooner,” I replied. “I, uh... I didn't get all of the messages till this morning.”

      Cat looked behind me, over my shoulder. I followed her gaze, but saw nothing of note. “Close the door,” she uttered. “We need to have a talk, in private.”

      I did as I was told and slid the glass door closed. I pulled the curtain completely closed as well, for added privacy. “So, what's this about?” I asked, making my way over to one of the guest chairs in the corner. I dropped my bag onto the floor and had a seat.

      “You know what it's about,” she replied.

      And she was right.

      “Listen,” I began, “after that séance, I've been having a hell of a time back at the apartment. I've been seeing things, hearing things... losing track of time. And then last night, I--”

      Cat raised one hand to hush me. “You need to listen to me, Tori. Listen very closely.” She tugged on the collar of her gown and leaned forward. “That night, when we were playing with the board, we made contact with something.”

      I nodded. “Y-yeah, I remember.”

      She licked her lips, eyes narrowing. “It wasn't your mother, Tori.”

      “I know.”

      “I saw what it was,” continued Cat. She began wringing her hands in her lap, her thin white fingers reddening. “I saw it. Or, rather, it revealed itself to me.”

      “You saw Evelyn,” I squeaked. “I've seen her, too.”

      Cat looked at me like I was dumb, cocking her head to the side. “Who's Evelyn?”

      “The woman. The woman in black, with... with the...” I cleared my throat. The air in the room was painfully dry. I felt like I needed a drink of water. “You didn't see Evelyn?”

      Cat shook her head. “What I saw,” she replied, “wasn't even human.”

      I tensed in my chair, the plastic seat groaning as I leaned to one side. “W-well, what did you see, then?”

      Cat reached out and smoothed the covers on her bed with a shaky hand. It took her a minute to get started, and more than once she could be seen to wince in her retelling. “It was raining, and the lights were out. There was some point, before everything came to a halt, that I sensed something in the room with us. But it wasn't a good feeling. Quite the opposite. I... I felt something dark. Something unkind.” She bit her lip. “That's not accurate. It was more than all of that. It was like... like the devil himself had walked into the room with us.”

      I nodded.

      “And I think that this thing, whatever it is, has been there for a while now. It isn't the sort of presence that exists in this world by accident. An energy of this kind has to be brought here. It has to be invited into our sphere, do you understand what I mean? And once it crosses over, it tends to stick around in this world of ours. It won't go away, because in this world, it has a chance at living. It clings to people, crawls into them like an insect, latches onto their spirit.”

      “It possesses them?” I asked.

      Cat shrugged. “Something like that. Anyway, that night, I turned and saw it coming in through your window. Right through the glass. It tried to climb inside of me, but I wouldn't let it. I fought it with everything I had. And I guess that was what did it.” She motioned to the dressing on her head. “But Tori, whatever that thing is, it's been in the building for a while. Maybe someone who lived there before you did messed around with a Ouija board, or else invited it into the world through other means. They probably didn't know what they were getting themselves into, but now that it's here, sending it back is going to be very difficult.”

      I'd had my fists balled while Cat spoke, and without realizing it I'd buried my nails in my palms, leaving them sore and red. Evelyn, I thought. Evelyn invited this thing into the apartment building. I remembered the dreams I'd had, where I'd watched Evelyn standing in her bathroom, conversing with something in the mirror. I recalled, too, what she'd whispered in my ear as I slept. “I thought it would stop. That I could take it with me in death. But I couldn't. It never stops. Never stops. Because death is not the end.” Evelyn had tampered with forces she couldn't control, had probably tapped into something with one of those books of hers.

      “What is it?” asked Cat. “What did you see?”

      Struggling to keep my voice from breaking, I explained myself. “There was a woman who lived in the apartment above mine. She committed suicide months ago, and her body was only recovered about a month before I moved in. Her name was Evelyn. I've been seeing her... hearing her. Both in my dreams and in waking life. I've dreamt of her reading from strange, old books, of her speaking to something in her bathroom mirror. In my dreams, she's spoken to me, too. She's told me things like, 'I tried to stop it...' She was the one who invited this presence into the building, and I think she killed herself because she wanted to set it right. She wanted to end it. But she told me another thing. 'Death didn't work, because death is not the end.' I... I wasn't sure what to make of it at the time.”

      Cat sighed, bringing one leg up onto her bed. “This woman, whoever she was... she was trying to warn you.”

      “Warn me?”

      She nodded solemnly. “She came to you in dreams. When the dead want to communicate with us, they often choose dreams as the medium.”

      “I don't understand...” I gulped. For the longest time, I'd been terrified of Evelyn. She'd been barging into my dreams, showing up in my periphery, scaring me half to death. I had trouble grasping this idea that she was somehow looking out for me.

      “She showed you everything because she wanted you to avoid her fate. She probably wanted you out of the building so that the presence wouldn't be able to latch onto you.” Cat massaged her brow. “She probably killed herself because this entity tried to take her over. It wanted to claim her. Rather than let it win, she killed herself. That was probably what she meant. She thought she could stop it if she died, but the dark spirit remained in the apartment even after her passing. And due to the nature of her death, so did Evelyn's soul.”

      “So... so Evelyn was trying to warn me all this time? She was trying to... to protect me?” I combed a hand through my hair, gave my ponytail a tug. “What am I supposed to do now?” I asked. “She warned me, but... but what can I possibly do?”

      “You need to sever the dark spirit's tie to this world,” replied Cat. “It reached out to us when we used the Ouija board. Up until that moment, it'd probably been in a kind of hibernation, waiting for someone to connect with it. You have to destroy the board, Tori. As long as it survives, there may be a link between us and this presence.”

      Leaning back in my chair, I tittered. “T-the board? Cat, I... I pitched that thing. A while ago now. It's... It's gone. I have no idea where it is now.”

      “You threw it away?” Cat grit her teeth. “Damn it.” She took to nibbling her thumbnail, then said, “All right, then what you must do is get out of there. Get out of the apartment.”

      I nodded. “I'm way ahead of you. I won't stay there another night, not after everything I've seen. But... but what about the next person who lives there?”

      Cat frowned. “It won't stop. It'll never stop until it has what it wants. The next person to move in there will likely fall prey to it unless we send the spirit back to whatever pit it crawled out of.”

      “How can we do that without the board?” I asked.

      “Something is tethering it. How did Evelyn conjure it up to begin with?”

      I thought back to my dreams and explained the process to Cat as best I could. “I dreamt that Evelyn was standing at her bathroom sink. She had a book... a big book covered in metal, and she was... she was talking to something in the mirror. I didn't get a great look at it, but I know that it wasn't just her reflection. Later on though, I guess when she realized what it really was, she freaked out. I saw her screaming at the thing, crying.”

      “OK,” said Cat. “It sounds like she called out to it in the mirror. Maybe if we destroy that mirror we can get rid of it for good.”

      “The mirror?” I thought back to apartment 11, to the bathroom mirror whose cabinet had been thoroughly gouged by Evelyn's nails. “Are you sure that breaking the mirror would work?”

      “Aside from torching the entire building, there's no other choice,” replied Cat. If you want to make sure that this thing goes away—for good—then you have to sever its ties to the world.” She laid back in her bed. “They won't let me out of here. It's going to be a while. It's up to you, Tori. Whatever you do, I urge you to move out of that building.”

      Cat looked tired now, and I took that as my sign to beat it. I stood up and thanked her for the intel, but as I left the ICU I had more questions than answers.
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      Evelyn, like my friends and I, had gone too deep, messed with things she couldn't control. In an effort to escape the thing she'd loosed from the world beyond, she'd committed suicide. But it hadn't worked. Now her spirit was leashed to that building and the thing she'd summoned up was stalking around in the background, seeking a new host. Evelyn had tried to warn me; that was why she'd shared her own experiences and given me a look at her death. She wanted me to avoid her same fate.

      But I was still scared of her.

      Perhaps Evelyn was really looking out for me from the other side, trying to protect me. The thought of her being condemned permanently to apartment 11 was saddening. Surely the woman had paid enough for her mistake of dabbling with the occult.

      I sat down in the hospital cafeteria, nursing a free cup of ice water, for close to an hour. I had my phone sitting on the table and was preparing to call my dad, but each time I went to dial I hesitated.

      Cat and I were the only people in the world who knew about this whole mess, who understood what was actually happening in the apartment complex. I could cut and run, escape the pull of this evil spirit Evelyn had invited in, but what about the next person who moved in? What about Ike, who lived down on the second floor? The more I thought about it, the less I could stand the idea of just running away.

      Maybe, with Evelyn on my side, I could stop the thing and banish it to the darkness.

      I slumped in my chair. It was pretty far-fetched. I didn't know a damn thing about the occult, and the very notion of returning to Evelyn's room to smash her mirror made me nauseous. Cat had suggested I break the mirror, but there was really no telling whether it would work. The evil spirit in that building was tethered in some way to the physical realm, and breaking a mirror didn't sound like it was going to do the trick. Still, I didn't call my dad to pick me up and spent some time in that cafeteria summoning up my courage.

      Go in there and bust the mirror. Worst thing that could happen is that it doesn't work and you call your dad. Right? You can't just let this thing do what it pleases. Someone else is going to move into that room someday and walk headlong into danger. What then? Will you be able to live with yourself if you don't try and settle this before running away?

      While picturing the inside of Evelyn's apartment, the mirror I was set to smash, I remembered the large, metal-covered book I'd seen in my dreams. Is the book still there? I wondered. Closing my eyes, I recalled the way it seemed to move at her feet. It'd been a huge tome, had an air of antiquity about it. A mind of its own. Maybe if I can destroy the book, too, the evil spirit will leave.

      Stuffing my phone into my pocket, I stood up and started outside with the intention of returning to the Lamplight complex.

      Going back there alone was something I'd never expected to do again.
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      The day was bright and fair. Here and there, along the streets, there were puddles left behind by the rain of recent days. The smells of fresh-cut grass, of distant restaurants met my nose as I hit the sidewalk and headed for Melrose Street.

      I was going to do it.

      I was going back in there. I didn't really know what I was doing, and I wasn't sure if it would have any effect, but I was going to try and get rid of the evil lurking in that building.

      On the way, I'd managed to stitch together a basic plan. Once there, I'd go straight up to apartment 11, Evelyn's place, and go through her things. My first target was the book. If I closed my eyes, I could remember exactly what it looked like. The cover was made of thin, silvery metal, and had a bunch of dizzying circular designs pressed into it. Once I'd found it, I'd destroy it, burn it. And then I'd smash the mirror in the bathroom.

      Would this have any effect on the dark thing that haunted the apartment? There was no telling. But the only way I'd come away from this with a clear conscience would be to try.

      My reasons for going back weren't solely out of concern for future tenants, either. I feared that if I didn't do something about this, set it right, that whatever existed in that building would follow me out. That it would never rest until it had what it wanted. Running away from the apartment might not be enough to save me. Before fleeing, I had to at least try to put a stop to it.

      I wanted to call my dad, maybe Julia or Annie. The fact remained however that I couldn't lean on any of them for this. My friends hated the building and wouldn't want to go back inside with me; and if I shared with them the truth, there was no way they'd even think about helping me out. My dad, comforting though his presence would have been, simply wouldn't have understood. He'd think me completely insane for wanting to vandalize some vacant apartment.

      I was on my own.

      Eventually, without my noticing it, I was nearing the Lamplight complex. Bright though the day was, the mere sight of those three grey buildings really brought the mood down. My steps slowed as I crossed into the parking lot. The row of parked cars looked out at me glumly from the faded spaces. In the grass behind them a pair of small birds suddenly took off into the air, squawking.

      I ducked into building 3, setting my bag down in the commons area, near the mailboxes. I wasn't planning to be gone long, and had no urge to return to my own unit. I was simply going up to the top floor and getting the job done. Afterward, I'd call my dad and leave the place for good.

      I re-did my ponytail, tightening it so as to keep stray hair out of my face, and then started into the stairwell. I hiked up the flights until I reached the top and then I stopped outside of apartment 11, its door closed and the pestilential quiet making my ears ring.

      It's simple, I assured myself. Stick to the plan. Just go inside and take care of things. It's vital that you stop this thing before it hurts someone else. Or, if you don't... it may just follow you out of here.

      I held my breath and turned the doorknob.
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      The door was locked.

      “What the hell?” I muttered, giving it another twist and trying to jostle it open.

      The door had been locked at some point over the past few hours. I leaned against the wall, wondering how it was possible. Sheldon had probably come through to work on the unit, had locked it up good and proper while I'd been at the hospital, visiting Cat. That was the likeliest explanation.

      Standing in that dim stairwell, the wheels in my head were turning however, and I wondered if the spirit in this apartment hadn't locked the door to keep me out. It knows you're here and that you're onto it. It doesn't want you inside.

      I paced around the landing for a beat, wondering how best I could get inside without causing a ruckus. And then I remembered that there was only one other person living in the entire building; an old man with poor hearing. I didn't want to leave a mess for Sheldon, however I needed desperately inside. When my untrained hand failed to force the lock with a hairpin—the movies make it look so damn easy—I decided to kick the door in.

      I aimed the sole of my shoe between the knob and deadbolt and gave it a few solid kicks. The frame rattled and could be heard to splinter in a few spots, but the door wouldn't give. Standing in the unventilated stairwell, I'd begun to sweat, and now my kickboxing routine was making me overheat. I tried rushing into the door with my shoulder, but didn't make any progress except to develop an ache in my upper arm.

      “Damn it, why won't you open?” I asked. I twisted the knob, shook it as hard as I could, but the door held fast.

      I was running out of options. Perhaps I could return to my own apartment, find something to pry the door open with? I hadn't brought any tools with me, though I seemed to remember I had an old keychain screwdriver somewhere that I had used in tightening up the futon. The hinges in the door could be unscrewed, or the doorknob itself could be loosened, making it easier for me to get in.

      Annoyed, I reared back and decided to give the knob one final kick. I buried my heel against the brass and threw my whole weight into it.

      There was a pop as the deadbolt broke through its housing and the door fell open.

      Panting, I stood against the railing and looked into the room. It was dark inside, the blinds keeping all but a sliver of the daylight from view. The smell of dust reached my nose from within, though mixed with it I thought I caught something else.

      Rot.

      I wiped at my brow and opened the door further, stepping through the threshold. Stick to the plan, I thought, looking across the empty room. Some hours previously, I'd woken up in this room, on the floor. The spot on the carpet where I'd lost control of my bladder was still damp, though upon further examination it appeared to have been scrubbed with some kind of cleaning solution. “Sheldon was here earlier, then.”

      I turned towards the passage leading to the kitchen and bathroom, and suddenly felt disoriented. Something in the familiar scenery had changed since my visit that morning. There was something missing.

      I staggered forward, looking to the right, then the left of that little opening, but no matter where I looked, the boxes of Evelyn's belongings never materialized. Her things were gone. “W-what is this?” I threw open cabinets, looked inside of the bathroom and canvassed the entire space. That very morning, when I'd come to in the unit, I'd seen boxes crammed with Evelyn's stuff. Books, toiletries and more had been housed in numerous boxes in the kitchen.

      They weren't there any longer, however.

      My heart was wrapped in panic. Sheldon... he must have taken her things out of the apartment...

      The situation had taken an unforeseen turn, and I hated the thought of deviating from my plan. “The mirror,” I said, steadying myself against the wall. “I've got to handle the mirror, then.”

      I crept towards the bathroom, reaching inside and flipping on the light. The switch was in the same spot as it was in my apartment, and the light came on with a flicker. I glanced around the cramped space for a moment, my eyes adjusting to the light, and then stood before the sink.

      The mirror.

      Spying my own sweaty reflection in the mirror did strange things to me. I felt a sickness stirring in the turbid waters of my gut and had to look away. It was all too real to me now. Standing before the very mirror where I'd seen Evelyn in my dreams was overwhelming to me. The claw marks in the wood were still there, and if I looked at them too closely I could still hear the sounds of her fingernails hitting the porcelain of the sink basin below.

      Clink, clink.

      You have to break it, I thought. Just hit it with something. Punch it, elbow it.

      I glanced back into the mirror, catching my reticence in the form of a frown. In the corners of the thing I could still see those old fingerprints, likely Evelyn's, smudging the surface. I reached out and touched the mirror with a single finger, leaving a fingerprint of my own behind.

      I wasn't a destructive person. Up until the moment I'd kicked in the door of this apartment I'd never gone out of my way to senselessly destroy anything in my life. But this mirror had to go. If there was any chance that I could hamper the spirit Evelyn had conjured by smashing it, then I had to do it. I balled my fist and prepared to give it a firm punch.

      What if you cut yourself? I thought.

      There was no time to worry about that.

      I punched the mirror. Hard.

      Pain blossomed across my knuckles, spread throughout the back of my hand and up my arm.

      The mirror, though, didn't give. Except for a smudge on it where my fist had connected, which served to distort my reflection, it was unmarked. Panting, I massaged my sore knuckles and drew away from the mirror, looking into it incredulously. “What the hell are you made out of?”

      It was then that I realized the reflection in the mirror was not wholly my own. Beneath the sweaty smudge on the glass, something else was stirring. Watching. What stared back at me from the mirror was a poor copy of my own face, the facial characteristics all bent and warped till I looked made of twisted putty. Where my eyes and mouth had been there was only blank, empty space now, and seemingly from within the medicine cabinet there came a loud pounding.

      The light above me flickered and dimmed, and the frail sunlight coming in through the blinds in the main room was hidden by the passage of clouds.

      The pounding, though, never waned.

      The thing in the mirror changed before my eyes, donning a large, gaping mouth and eyes of unbelievable width. I backed away, struck the wall to my back, and scrambled out of the bathroom, nearly falling to the floor.

      From the main room, I heard the sound of a door slamming, and of a lock being forcibly bolted.

      The door to the studio was shut, and in the murk it looked as though the handle itself was gone. Feeling woozy, I staggered towards the entrance, beating on the door with my achy fist and searching for a knob where none existed. Try as I might, I couldn't get the door to budge; the very same door I'd forced open not minutes prior. The wounds I'd left in the frame, in the molding, had been smoothed over somehow.

      The pounding in the bathroom suddenly ceased, and when it did so I turned, holding my breath. The sounds of a woman sobbing soon replaced it, and from the passage between the kitchen and main room I saw a shuddering form in black garb approaching.

      It was Evelyn. Her face was pale and her eyes were red with tears. The flesh around her neck was bruised severely where the noose had cut into her. Falling onto her knees at the center of the room, she looked over to me, reaching out a single, shaking hand in the almost non-existent light. Despite the early hour, the apartment was dark as night, and even the air in the space seemed unnaturally still. The longer I stood there against the door, chest tightening, the more I suspected that the air was being let out of the room altogether.

      Evelyn shook her head. “I tried... I tried to keep you out,” she blurted, raking her face with her fingers. “I tried to keep you away from here.”

      It'd been Evelyn, then, who'd locked the door to the studio. Cat had been correct; Evelyn's spirit had been trying all this time to warn me away.

      But I hadn't listened.

      I was standing in the lion's den, had wandered in willingly.

      Evelyn continued sobbing until a loud rustling noise sounded from the direction of the bathroom. Both the wailing specter and I turned to look as something emerged from around the bend.

      Clutching her arms tightly, Evelyn gasped and then faded into the darkness. “It's here.”
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      A bone-white hand touched the wall as the figure rounded the corner. That hand gave way to a tall, naked, slender form. Cocking its head to the side to an unnatural degree, a flurry of brown hair shifted over the figure's familiar face.

      “What's Melanie Mouse up to today?” asked my mother.

      Or, rather, the thing which now masqueraded as my mother.

      As it emerged from the bathroom, walking with a jerky, uneven gait, I knew at once that the figure wasn't my mother, but that it was only wearing an unconvincing disguise. I glimpsed her face, and not unlike my own reflection in the mirror, this version of my mother was all wrong. None of the important details were right; the nose was too long, the mouth too grinning and wide. And the eyes... they were large and dark like coal briquettes. Shambling into the main room, one hand outstretched in my direction, the figure kept on delivering canned lines like a doll whose string was being pulled. “How is my Melanie Mouse today?” Her mouth wasn't even moving. It was hanging wide open, host only to a yawning darkness.

      I backed against the door, my hands clawing around in the darkness for the knob. It still wasn't there. I knew I was hallucinating, that none of this could possibly be real, and yet I was helpless to stop it. Are you dreaming? I thought, fighting back tears. Or is this real? The closer the figure got, the more certain I felt that I was skirting some fine line between consciousness and fantasy.

      “Come here, sweetie,” said the figure, its skin loosening and sinking like melting wax. “Let's read the book together.” Her long nose began to fold in on itself, hooking dramatically to the right, while the eyes and mouth continued to droop open further, revealing only more of the boundless open space behind. Her body was twitching and emaciated; white putty cast pell-mell over a skeletal frame. One breast sagged further and further down her chest, stretching till it reached her waist and threatening to slough off altogether. “Come here, darling.”

      I pounded on the door, edging away from the advancing figure in the darkness. “G-get away from me,” I said. “I know what you are. I know... I know what you really are.”

      The figure lost its balance and fell onto its hands and knees. Then, from the floor, it began to dash towards me like an animal.

      I ran, striking the wall on the opposite corner of the room so hard that I nearly lost my balance. Within the darkness, I sensed the writhing mass, and in my wake the blinds fluttered, bringing a bit more light into the room. The pasty figure stood up, taking on a frightening impression of Cat's face. Stark naked and offering up a bloated, paper mache smile, she crept towards me. “Everything is fine, Tori. You'll be safe and sound. What are you worried about? I've played with this board a hundred times.”

      I dove past the figure's reaching paws and raced into the kitchen, knocking the wind out of myself as I crashed into the counter. Stumbling to my right, I fell onto the bathroom floor, and clumsily navigating the space in the dark, I slid, my back against the tub, and kicked the door shut. When it was closed all the way, I buried my heels against it to keep the figure from getting inside and wept. Outside I could hear the slow, shambling steps of the thing as it approached the bathroom.

      The door rattled against my heels and a poor impression of my father's voice sounded from outside, in the kitchen. “You should come stay with me for the summer, Victoria. This apartment is no good.” Alien hands struck the outside of the door repeatedly.

      “Leave me alone!” I shrieked. “Get away!”

      I dug my heels in and propped myself up against the linoleum, my head banging the side of the bathtub. It was pitch black in the bathroom; there wasn't even a hint of light coming from underneath the door. Gritting my teeth and choking back sobs, I centered my thoughts on keeping the door shut and tried to think of some way to escape. Maybe I could still break the mirror. I looked upward, in the general direction of the medicine cabinet, and wondered if smashing it would make the thing outside the door go away.

      Minutes passed. I heard Julia and Annie implore me to open the door, fielded countless door-rattling blows. My legs were shaking, tired, as I defended against the onslaught. The door didn't give, and eventually the hits tapered off. I relaxed a bit, regained my breath, and carefully got up off of the ground. Keeping the door shut with both hands, I gained my feet and reached out towards the mirror. When my fingertips met the cool glass I recoiled violently.

      Then, with everything I was worth, I started punching at it. I balled my right fist and, heedless of pain, socked the mirror again and again, screaming out as I did so. My skin grew tight and raw as I laid into it, the medicine cabinet creaking with each and every strike.

      But it wasn't breaking.

      No matter how hard I hit it, I couldn't shatter it.

      I widened my stance, hoping to punch with more leverage, but nearly lost my balance as I stepped onto something.

      Something that hadn't been there only moments ago.

      I froze. The thing beneath my foot was solid, bulky. I tapped it with my foot and it slid easily across the linoleum.

      When the lights flashed on a moment later, hurting my eyes like a glimpse at the sun, I realized what it was.

      The cabinet beneath the sink was sitting open, and from inside it a book had tumbled out onto the floor. The book was the one I'd been looking for; the one I'd seen Evelyn with during my nightmares. Keeping my back to the door and wiping at my teary eyes, I slumped down and touched it. The countless tiny impressions in the cover made the hairs on my arm stand on end as I ran my fingers over them.

      Outside the door, there was silence. Emboldened by this, I took hold of the book, propping it up between my knees and cracking the heavy cover.

      The paper was thick and reeked of dust. As I turned the first, blank page, I wondered what this book could possibly contain. Was there anything in it I could use to make this spirit leave me alone? To send it back to where it came from?

      Turning to what appeared to be the title page, my heart sank. This book, it seemed, was in a foreign language, something I couldn't make out. The text on this page was centered, hand-written, and read simply, Carte de Umbra Lungi.

      I tried sounding out the line under my breath numerous times, but couldn't for the life of me understand what it meant.

      Frightened and impatient, I began flipping through the book, hoping that it might contain something in English, or otherwise provide a clue that I could use to send this entity out of the apartment. If this is some kind of witch's spellbook, then there has to be something in here that I can--

      I dropped the book onto the floor with a thud.

      The text throughout appeared to be the same handwritten, foreign script, however there were illustrations, too, and those were something I could understand perfectly well.

      I kicked the book towards the tub, and it struck the basin loudly.

      The open page stared back at me, featuring a grisly illustration. It was a drawing of a woman whose throat had been slit. The gash on her throat surged with blood, which was collected in what looked like a chalice.

      I stared at it a long while, chilled to the very core at the sight of such barbarity. Though it was a fairly simple drawing—and a very old one, at that—it possessed also a terrifying realism. The roughly-drawn figures on the page were imbued with an almost photographic realness that was most visible in certain of the more macabre details. The trickling of the blood was rendered in kinetic fashion, and both the pain and despair in the victim's eyes were transmitted without doubt despite the work's simplicity.

      I pulled my eyes away from it and reached out to turn the page. The book was filled with terrible things, it was true, however if this was the source of the evil that now stalked around the apartment, the text Evelyn had used in summoning it, then I had to give it a look. On the off chance that she'd left a note behind in English, or had bookmarked a particular section that would help me put an end to this ordeal, I had to flip through it.

      As I did so, I had to fight back the urge to scream.

      Thankfully, I don't remember much of what I saw. There were more drawings peppered throughout the thing, all of them in the spirit of the first, and I took them in with absolute dread. It was towards the middle of the accursed text that I stumbled upon something I took for a page-marker. It protruded from the book nearly a full inch, and as I leaned down to have a closer look, I realized it looked like human hair. A tuft of greying black hair was sticking out from between two pages. Maybe Evelyn used a lock of her hair to keep her place? I reckoned, flipping quickly towards the bookmarked section.

      Arriving at the marked page I found nothing on the paper. No cryptic text, no grisly art. Only more hair. Regarding it with disgust, I peered down at the long length of hair that had been sandwiched between these two dust-soaked pages, and which had actually been incorporated into the binding of the book. Some hardcover books use a piece of ribbon, but this one used a shock of greying hair. It was coarse, awful to the touch, and almost gave the impression that it grew directly from the ancient stitching.

      Then, from the seam between the two blank pages, I sensed movement. It was minor at first; if I hadn't been looking at it closely I might've thought the pages had simply been stirred in a draft. But as I ran my finger between the two pages in question, the hair meeting my fingertips, I felt something shifting to meet my touch from the other side.

      Something was pressing upward, as if to crawl out from between the stitches.

      I dropped the book, the overwhelming heat in the apartment suddenly dawning on me. I'd holed myself up in the bathroom, and the longer I sat there the less I felt like I could get enough air in my lungs. Sweat dripped from my brow and into my eyes, making them sting. My shirt was stuck to me, could have been wrung out for the sweat that burdened it.

      The book lurched. I hadn't touched it; something else had moved it. Or, perhaps, it was moving itself. I watched the pages stir and crumple along the hand-sewn stitching.

      Then, from between the pages, there emerged something.

      A long, wriggling finger.

      The digit wormed its way out of the book's spine, tearing the pages very slightly on their innermost edge. From these small tears there spilled small rivulets of blood, which rolled down the center stitching and dripped out onto the linoleum. The finger squirmed like a worm trying to escape the ground during a heavy rain, and its frantic movements managed to create a larger opening from whence there came something else.

      A droning groan.

      Voice low, pained and wavering, the groan seeped out from between the pages of the book as another finger—this one featuring a raw, fleshy stub where a fingernail had once been—emerged from the binding. I'd heard the vocalization before, and I'd seen these bone-white fingers, too.

      Evelyn.

      I hit the door with my back, made the whole thing rattle, and fancied I heard something outside it reacting to the commotion.

      The noise droned on and on, breathy and labored, its guttural character never dwindling. A third finger burst out into the open and a small torrent of blood came dribbling out of the book as though it were a wounded animal.

      I think I was crying. Whether it was the sweat in my eyes or a deluge of tears that made it difficult to see I can't be certain. It all happened so fast, and my mind was pushed to such limits by adrenaline that the sights playing out in the bathroom scarcely registered. My heart felt on the verge of giving out, and though I backed up against the door, cradled my sweaty limbs, I couldn't build any distance from the terrible book.

      The seam between the pages parted further, admitting what I took to be a mouth. Pale, cracked lips flickered into view; a tongue, a flash of ivory teeth. Through the sanguine crack in the book's stitching, the droning came in even stronger, flooding the entire bathroom till it reverberated off of the walls and built to a hypnotizing crescendo.

      I covered my ears to block it out, but not before I heard Evelyn speak. Amidst the droning I heard her voice, reduced to a dry whisper. She was speaking to me, I had no doubt, and it sounded like she scarcely had the strength to hold on. This emergence from the book, from some other world housed deep within it, was taking all of her might. The droning, I realized, wasn't coming from Evelyn; rather, it was borne from other, unseen lips. Down below, wherever Evelyn was, there was something pulling her deeper down, tugging at her, preventing her full escape. She'd managed only to approach the seam, to stick out a few of her fingers, but would not be allowed to go any further.

      “Get out,” whispered Evelyn. “Get out and... never... never come back.”

      I screamed then. I screamed more loudly than I'd ever done in my entire life. The book before me slammed shut like a bear trap, sending a thin spray of blood about the walls and floor. I felt it on my cheek as I fought to stand.

      Dizzy with fear, hardly able to remain upright, my ears still ringing for the monstrous droning, I yanked open the bathroom door and barreled headlong into the dark apartment, not caring about what dwelt there. Perhaps the spirit would catch me; maybe I'd die. Maybe, like Cat had suggested, it would climb into me.

      But I didn't care.

      I was an animal then and could heed only a single impulse. Flight.

      I rushed into the main room, glimpsing the sun-framed window ahead. The room was still murky, but I knew the layout well enough to head for the door. From behind me, in the kitchen, there arose a sudden rustling, as of limbs skittering over linoleum. I didn't dare look back, instead focusing on trying to get the door open.

      The knob had returned, but no matter how hard I twisted it, I couldn't get it to turn. I yanked on it, struck it with my bruised fists, but couldn't get it to budge in the least.

      I could feel eyes at my back. From the shadows I was being watched closely, but I still didn't dare turn around, lest I glimpse what form the entity had taken. With no other option, I ran to the window, taking firm hold of the blinds and tearing them off of the wall. In that moment, a weak film of sunlight poured into the room, slowly, like syrup, and I felt the first glimmer of hope. I summoned up all my strength and gave the window a pull, prepared to kick the screen out of its frame and clamber out onto the fire escape.

      But the window wouldn't budge. The glass was hot to the touch for its baking in the sun, and as I dug my fingers into the latches, trying to separate them, I couldn't get it to move in the least. It was like the window was a fixed piece, like it'd been cemented shut. From my rear the rustling continued; the sensation of being watched never subsided.

      Whatever this thing was, this dark spirit, it wasn't afraid of the daylight.

      Screaming again, filled with primal fear, I beat upon the window with both hands, trying to break the warm glass. My knuckles were split, leaving little red smudges upon the pane, and when I tried to work the latch loose once again, I managed only to split one of my fingernails lengthwise. I was too frightened to notice however, and my body simply ignored the pain.

      There was something behind me, getting very close now. The skin on the back of my neck became electric as I felt a stranger's breath brush past me.

      I was determined to get out of the apartment or die trying. What happened next I can't recall with one hundred percent clarity. I think that I must have kicked the window to pieces; the deep lacerations along my leg seem to corroborate that. I remember crawling out of the window, somewhat; remember the feeling of hot glass sinking into my bare legs, the way the rusted metal framework of the fire escape singed my hands and knees like a hotplate as I burst outside.

      The thing I most distinctly remember, crawling down the fire escape, a hysterical mess, was my arriving at the bottom and rolling over to find someone standing in the window to apartment 11. White, pasty skin like melting wax, a hand outstretched into the sunlight as if to beckon me.

      It'd taken my mother's form again, and in the bright sunlight, it almost looked convincing. Stark naked, empty eyes sprung wide, its mouth parted in a droning, wheezy cry.

      I limped through the abandoned parking lot, crossed the street, and kept on walking until I made it downtown. I left drops of blood in my wake, and my battered fingers smeared the screen of my phone in crimson as I frantically dialed my dad. I managed to convey to him, blubbering mess that I was, that I needed picked up. That I wasn't going to stay in the apartment any longer. That I missed my mother, and that I was sorry for everything.

      He probably said he was going to come get me at that point. I'm not sure. I passed out alongside the road half-way through the phone call and didn't wake up again till a passerby called the cops.
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      The aftermath was every bit as messy as you might predict.

      I ran up a decent bill at the local ER getting stitched up. The police got involved and I was questioned by numerous different officers about what had gone on at the apartment complex. They wanted to know where I'd gotten my injuries, who had assaulted me in the supposedly empty apartment and why I'd seen it fit to bust out the window to escape.

      I told them, quite truthfully, that I didn't know.

      The thing that had lured me into that room and terrorized me was simply beyond description. Though I could have tried to offer up something more concrete, the fact remained that no one, not even my own father, would have believed me. It wasn't human, but could don a human skin if it so chose. A dead woman had seemingly conjured it up from Hell itself and had died in the hopes of sending it back. Now it lurked there, waiting patiently for a host through which it might live, and Evelyn's spirit was bound to the apartment, and to the nightmarish book she'd used to summon the entity.

      The book called Carte de Umbra Lungi.

      I Googled that title later on, long after I'd moved back home with my dad, and found out that it was Romanian. It could be translated loosely to mean, The Book of Long Shadows. There wasn't anything about the book to be found online, and more curiously, the cops who'd gone into apartment 11 to study the crime scene hadn't mentioned finding any trace of it, which made me wonder if I'd simply hallucinated it.

      Sheldon had been in the apartment earlier on that fateful day to get rid of Evelyn's belongings, and had discovered urine on the floor. This he took as proof of a squatter. That detail had saved my ass; it was suspected that the “squatter” and my attacker were one and the same, and as a result I wasn't held responsible for the damages to the unoccupied unit. A criminal investigation that would never get anywhere was launched and I gave a token description of my attacker. “A man,” I told them. “A man with a very large mouth. And big eyes.”

      They weren't going to get anywhere with that, but it wasn't technically dishonest. What was I supposed to tell them? That they were looking for a ghost or demon?

      After everything that happened, Sheldon didn't put up much of a fuss about our lease and let us out of it easily. The guy was a shambles when we showed up to clear out the studio, and it was pretty clear that he was going to have to file for bankruptcy unless things turned around quickly.

      It was around the time that my summer course in pathophysiology would have started that we drove up to Moorlake from our house in Dayton to recover my things. I had absolutely zero interest in re-entering the apartment, and just looking up at the building as we arrived was enough to inspire a panic attack. My dad understood, since it'd been the site of a great trauma for me, and enlisted Sheldon's help for a small fee in moving my scant belongings into the bed of the truck. It was during this exchange that I learned just how dire the situation at the complex really was.

      Sheldon, a sweaty mess by the time the job was finished, told my father that the old tenant in apartment 8 had passed away just a few days prior, which meant that the entire building was now vacant. Renters in his other buildings, having caught wind of all the recent troubles and deaths in building 3, were considering pulling out of their leases now and he was probably going to be out of a job.

      I asked about Ike, wanted to know what'd happened to him, but Sheldon declined to say anything except that he'd passed on in his sleep.

      With all of my stuff packed, we bid Sheldon farewell and left the Lamplight complex behind us. I looked back at it as we departed, staring at the three pillar-like buildings cutting into the sunny scenery for the very last time.

      Or so I thought.
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      I moved back home with my dad and spent a mercifully boring summer in Dayton like I'd done back in my elementary and high school days. Staying in my childhood bedroom with my dad close-by did wonders for me, and a few weeks after that final incident in the apartment I started to feel almost like myself. Though I sincerely doubted I'd ever be able to get over what'd I'd experienced there, I did get to the point where my every waking thought wasn't dominated by visions of cramped studios and waxy specters.

      The rooms at the Lamplight were often at the back of my mind when I settled into bed at night, but for all intents and purposes the nightmare really seemed to be over. Whatever had chased me around inside apartment 11 was still there, probably. Or, at least, it hadn't followed me out. Wherever it was now, if it still existed at all, was none of my concern.

      I learned once more how to pass the night peacefully, how to enjoy a full night's sleep. Over the remainder of the summer, I spoke to both Julia and Annie a lot. They visited once or twice, but spoke little of the apartment or the goings-on in Moorlake. They would tease at the very borders of the subject with smug smiles, as if to say “We knew there was something wrong with that apartment all along”, but wouldn't actually voice it outright. We returned to our typical routine of covert drinking and gossip, and all was well.

      I signed up for my fall semester classes and opted to live in the dorms once again. No roommate that the university could throw at me could be worse than living at the Lamplight, and I was pleased to discover come the start of the semester that my assigned roomie, a sophomore named Sarah, was actually kind and considerate.

      I took on an ambitious course load in the hopes that I might graduate a semester early and dedicated myself to my studies. My dad was apprehensive about my going back to school. He let me move into the dorms in mid-August without too much fuss, and when the first few weeks of the semester passed without incident, he eased up. He called a lot more frequently, though.

      It was during a Friday evening, when I'd finished my last course of the day and was considering a night out with Julia that I received a call out of the blue from Cat Meyers.

      At this point, I hadn't seen or heard from Cat since I'd visited her in the hospital. It'd never dawned on me to give her a call after everything that'd gone down in apartment 11, and to see her number come up on my phone dredged up some massive dread. Dread that I'd thought well and buried for several weeks.

      Cat apologized for calling me, apologized for not keeping in touch, but it was clear that she hadn't called simply to reconnect with me. Clearing her throat, she asked me a token question, how my classes were going, and then cut to the chase. “How did it go?”

      I knew what she was talking about without any further clarification, but I didn't have a good answer. “I went back into the apartment,” I explained. “And it tried to keep me there. The mirror wouldn't break, and...” Slowly, I unpacked the events of that afternoon for her, explaining all of the details, and at uttering them for the very first time I couldn't help but laugh. It sounded utterly insane.

      But Cat didn't laugh. “So, it looks like I was right. That woman summoned something. She used the book to make contact, but got in over her head. She tried to protect you up to the very end. What happened to the book?”

      I bit my lip. “Honestly? I don't know. The cops didn't find it when they searched the place. It just vanished.” I knew that Sheldon had gotten rid of Evelyn's things, and that most of her personal effects had been donated to a local Goodwill. Not a week before, I'd been hanging around that Goodwill with Annie, looking for a cheap clubbing outfit, and I'd be a liar if I said that I didn't visit their book section and search it rather closely for that singular metal-covered book. The Book of Long Shadows. It hadn't been there, of course.

      “There are stories about books like that,” explained Cat. “My grandmother used to be really into occult subjects. She's the one who taught me how to use a talking board in the first place, and she'd tell stories about powerful old books that could be used to terrible ends. You know... summoning awful things, but always at great cost. Offering limitless knowledge, but also limitless pain. Maybe this book of Evelyn's was something like that. Who knows where it is now, though.”

      “Honestly, I'm not even sure it was real. It all seems so... dream-like now that I mention it.”

      That should have been the end of our talk, but Cat pressed on. “We need to go back there.”

      “Where?” I chuckled. “To... to the apartment?”

      “Yes,” replied Cat. “We need to see if this thing, this entity, is still there. And if it is, we need to get rid of it.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “No thanks.” At the mere mention of going back my palm grew sweaty. “I've had enough of that place. Anyhow, the building's completely empty now. There's no one living in it at all, last I checked, so no one's in danger.”

      “For now,” continued Cat. “No one's in danger for now. But what happens when someone moves in, Tori? If that thing is still lurking, it's only a matter of time before someone gets hurt. Or worse...”

      I wanted to reply, “That's not my problem,” but instead I sat in my bunk, silent.

      “If we go in together, we stand a better chance. Think about it. I can bring a new board,” Cat offered. “If the two of us hold a séance, perhaps we can force the spirit to reveal its connection to the physical world and then banish it. We'll do it in your old apartment, just like we did it that night. And once we have the information we need, we'll go into Evelyn's apartment and put a stop to this, for good.”

      I refused, outright. “There's nothing in this world that'll get me to go back there,” I declared.

      She called me again the next morning, pressing me.

      Once more, I refused.

      Finally, she called a third time on Sunday afternoon. Cat announced her intention to return to the complex solo, if need be, to carry out this plan. She said I was welcome to come along, and that she was even willing to meet me on campus so that the two of us could venture there together, but that she wouldn't ask again before trying to settle matters on her own.

      I told her it was damned stupid, called her every name in the book, and then I begged her not to.

      Then, maybe because I felt guilty, responsible for Cat's involvement in this, I caved. We agreed to meet outside the campus bookstore in an hour so that we could walk to the Lamplight complex and get this done before dark.

      I hung up the phone and, for some strange reason, I started to cry. Sarah, my roommate, asked me what was wrong, but I couldn't bring myself to explain it to her. I simply told her I had something important to do, and regaining my composure, set out for the bookstore where I met Cat nearly forty minutes later.
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      Cat's brown hair stuck out from beneath the edges of a Detroit Pistons ball cap in messy waves. She'd worn it after her discharge from the hospital to cover up the bald spot left behind by her operation, and kept on wearing it even now out of habit. She had a familiar-looking duffel bag slung over her shoulder; the same green and black one she'd brought to my “housewarming party” over the summer, with her last name written on it in silver marker.

      “I don't want to do this,” I told her at the onset. “I'm not just chickening out, mind you. The things I saw in that apartment are...”

      “I knew you'd say that,” replied Cat, starting down the sidewalk and taking the lead.

      I ignored her and tried to finish my thought. “No, look, I don't think we can handle what's in that apartment. The thing in that building, whatever it is, is going to try and rip us apart, Cat. We shouldn't involve ourselves any further.”

      Undeterred, Cat marched on and I fell into step behind her. Like a general giving her orders before a great battle, she rattled her duffel and turned to me with a firm nod. “We need to figure out what's keeping this parasite in the building to begin with. Once we know that, we can cut it off. Send it back. It won't be able to hurt anyone.”

      I didn't say anything for several minutes, but simply kept my eyes on the ground. I felt like I was in a movie, something tightly scripted, where I had no control over my own actions. Here I was, walking down the streets of Moorlake, heading back to the Lamplight. It was something I thought I'd never do again—something that I wouldn't be doing if I had any sense at all. I thought to make small-talk at several points along the way, wishing to distract from our grim errand, but couldn't even force out the words. It all seemed so pointless.

      “I picked up a new board,” explained Cat. “There was a store in town selling one used. They had a few, in fact. I picked what I thought was the best one. Usually I like to do this sort of thing with more than two people, but we'll make do.”

      The scenery of downtown Moorlake was coming into view. The shops were bustling now; the restaurants and cafes were packed, with lines nearly out their doors. Students wandered in groups throughout the streets, laughing and carrying on. This was what I'd missed all summer while trying to live on my own. Compared to the desolateness I'd encountered, the stretch of downtown seemed like an entirely different place. It felt warmer, more inviting.

      And we were steadfastly marching through it, to a place where I knew the isolation to be preserved year-round.

      “That night,” I offered, hands in my pockets, “I really thought it was my mom reaching out to us.” I gave a nervous laugh. “You know, during the séance? I thought it was the real thing.”

      Cat smiled and nodded. “It can be hard to tell. You never know who might 'pick up' when you ring the other side.”

      I gulped. “Yeah, but there's something I don't understand. That thing, when we made contact with it, it... it knew things. It knew the name of that picture book character, Melanie Mouse. It knew things that it shouldn't have known at all—things that only me, or my actual mother would know. How is that possible?”

      Cat pondered this for a few moments, her pace never slowing. “There are differing opinions on that. Some say that certain spirits are capable of simply knowing the unknowable. It's a trait, especially of malevolent spirits, to have access to forbidden knowledge. There are others, though, which claim that the spirits can't know anything about you that they aren't given. That is, when you're using a talking board and you ask a question, you already have an answer in your heart. Those spirits, they say, can listen. They know what you're thinking, what answer would serve as good proof.”

      I paused on the sidewalk. “Cat? If... if that's really the case, then what else can they know? Is it possible that this thing in the apartment... this dark spirit... knows we're coming to visit?”

      For the first time since we'd been reunited, I saw a flash of uncertainty, of fright on Cat's features. “There's really no telling,” she said, pressing on.

      We were approaching Melrose Street. Above the trees I spied three towering, concrete columns poking into the bright, blue sky. My heart began to race at seeing them. The closer we got, the more I was able to make out. The large windows, the rusty railing of the fire escape, the sloping asphalt lot where cars were left to rust out.

      The Lamplight complex hadn't changed at all since I'd last seen it.

      As always, the property was awfully quiet. Though I couldn't be certain, there appeared to be fewer cars parked there than before. Probably a lot of the tenants had made good on their threats and broken their leases after the recent, publicized incidents. I felt a twinge of sadness for Sheldon, who would probably be bankrupted by such a turn of events, but it was promptly squashed by raw dread. Cat walked up to the door of building 3 and opened it.

      “You ready?” she asked, entering the commons area.

      I wasn't, and I hesitated on the lawn for a long while, scanning the outside of the building and trying to think of some last-minute excuse. “Looks like there aren't too many people living here right now,” I offered. “Maybe we should reconsider, Cat. Maybe... maybe no one's in danger. I bet they'll end up selling this building soon, or closing it down. We shouldn't bother.”

      Cat tried to flip a switch in the commons area, attempted to brighten things up, but by the looks of it the bulb was out. “You coming, Tori?” she asked, ignoring me.

      I followed, head low.

      Stepping through that doorway was like delivering myself willingly into the jaws of some huge animal. I touched the wall as I entered, shuddered, and tried to internalize the fact that, having returned, I might never leave the building again. Cat was soldiering on, had opened the stairwell door and was fussing over another light switch. “You know what?” she said. “I think the electricity to this building's been cut altogether. There's probably no one living in the building, even now.”

      I followed her up the stairs. The concrete stairwell was aglow in a dreary light. The sun came in through the dusty glass blocks and grew duller, discolored for the filter. The air was every bit as earthy as I remembered it, though the day was fair and the building as a whole had cooled down considerably compared to what I'd dealt with at the peak of summer.

      I paused on the landing to the second floor, setting my hand on the door of apartment 8, which had been Ike's. “There was an old man living in this apartment. He was very kind, drew detailed pictures of warplanes. I was told he died not long after I left. Do... do you think it was related?”

      Cat shook her head. “No, I doubt it. Not unless he was reaching out to the world of the dead, trying to make contact with someone. Many spirits, even evil ones, won't bother you unless you've meddled with the occult. That's why most people can go about their lives without ever encountering a ghost. The two of us, though... we've experimented, connected with things. To some degree, we'll always have eyes watching us from the other side. The good and the bad.”

      She said it with such nonchalance, I hated her for it. The thought that my playing with a Ouija board one night had “tainted” me permanently in some way, had made me a life-long target of evil spirits, didn't sit well. “Wish you'd warned me about that before we started this whole thing.”

      We trudged up to the fourth floor, standing outside the door of apartment 10. Cat motioned to me, making it clear that she wanted me to open it. I hesitated for several seconds before even touching the knob, and when I did, I felt such a jolt of fear in my heart that I couldn't help but let go.

      “Go on, Tori. Open it.”

      I held my breath and turned the knob. To my surprise, the door was unlocked, and it fell open without a hitch. Remembering what'd happened during my last trip into Evelyn's apartment, I insisted that we wedge something in the door, to keep it from closing and trapping us. I removed one of my shoes for the purpose and stuffed it between the door and the frame. Then, slowly, I started into the apartment.

      I wish I could say that I had warm memories associated with the place. Walking back into it was like walking back into a bad dream, suffering a recurring nightmare. For days and nights straight I'd dreamt and fantasized about the trials I'd faced in this building. You're an idiot for having come back here, I thought.

      In the center of the room, near where my futon had been, there was still a large, rusty stain in the carpet. Cat laughed uncomfortably at the sight of it. “Oh, damn. I guess that's where it all started, huh?” She set down her bag and unzipped it, pulling out a Ouija board made of thin wood and a plastic planchette. Placing the board over the stain, she lit a number of large, white candles and set them around the board in a circle. “All right, Tori. Have a seat. Let's end this, here and now.”

      I joined her, sitting on the floor with my legs crossed and eyeing the talking board like it was a loaded gun. “God, I hope this is the right thing to do.” I looked up at Cat. “I hope... I hope that this isn't a mistake.”

      Setting the planchette down at the center of the board, she replied, “Me too.”
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      As we'd done on that night over the summer, the two of us joined hands and Cat called out to the spirits. “We're here today, hoping to make contact with the spirit in this building.” She closed her eyes. “The two of us would like to speak to you.”

      The silence was smothering. Prior to getting started, we'd cracked the window to let some air into the stuffy apartment, but aside from the whistling of the wind there was nothing else to be heard. No cars passed and the far-off din of downtown failed to reach us here.

      When nearly a minute had passed, we reached out with our non-dominant hands and placed a single finger on the planchette. I was determined to let Cat do all of the talking; she was the expert here and I was simply along for the ride. I leaned over the board as she started into her questioning, my gaze drifting occasionally to that dark passage that led to the kitchen and bathroom. Literally nothing had changed since I'd last been in this room. My dad and Sheldon had seen to removing all of my things, and it was cooler, but in all of the important ways, it was still the same room. The space felt claustrophobic, and even with the sunlight flooding in through the open window I couldn't help but look to the shadowed corners of the main room, waiting for something to materialize.

      “We would like to speak to the spirit in this apartment building. The spirit that was called into this sphere by Evelyn.” Cat looked to me, her large eyes narrowing in intensity. “The spirit who manifested that night, when the four of us were gathered in this very room.”

      I think that, at that moment, the two of us held our breath. Last time we'd made a connection to this thing with the board, it'd been pandemonium. Cat had ruptured an aneurysm upon seeing the thing in all its awful glory. We waited for the pointer to shift over to the “YES” in the top left corner. Thankfully, this board was more rustic than the last, and there were no strange, grinning suns or moons on it.

      The presence in the building apparently hadn't heard us, because minutes ticked by with no answer. Cat decided to repeat herself. “Are you there? We wish to make contact with you. The dark spirit that chased Tori through the apartment upstairs. The very same that was conjured by Evelyn, using the knowledge she gained in her dark book. Are you listening? We want to talk, spirit.”

      Again, minutes went by without the planchette nudging in the least. My arm was starting to get sore, and the longer I sat there the more embarrassed I became. We were like dorky live-action role players, talking to ourselves. “Is it... is it possible that the spirit isn't here anymore?” I asked. Admittedly, the possibility that the spirit had moved on gave me a surge of hope. I was more than ready to get the hell out of there.

      Cat shrugged unconvincingly. “I dunno... I mean, that could be it. But I don't understand why. Unless it's escaped the building by latching onto someone, or unless its connection to the world was severed while we were away, I don't know how that's possible.” She thought it over, looking around the room. “Let's keep trying.”

      And so we did. We sat there on the carpet, criss-cross-applesauce, calling out to an entity that either wasn't there, or which had no interest in chatting. I was relieved, frankly, that the planchette hadn't budged, that we hadn't seen or heard anything out of the ordinary. Cat rephrased her offer any number of ways, calling out to the spirits—any spirits—in the building, but eventually she saw the futility in it and decided to call it quits. We shoved the planchette south, to “GOODBYE”, and signed off the proper way.

      “Well,” I said, standing up, “I guess that's it, huh?” I was awfully pleased with the outcome. We could leave now, could go back to town and never visit this terrible building again.

      Cat, though, wasn't through yet. “No, listen, something's not right here.” She packed up her Ouija board and extinguished all but one of the candles, which she picked up and wielded like a torch. “I want to see Evelyn's room, the apartment above this one. Let's go in there, have a look around. If it's empty, then I guess this really is over with. We've come this far, Tori. We have to make sure.”

      Returning to apartment 10 had been an ordeal for me, make no mistake. I'd hemmed and hawed the whole way, and was only brightening up now because I'd been under the impression that we were through.

      But going up to apartment 11, where I'd been forced to flee for my life from that hideous thing?

      “You're out of your fucking mind, Cat,” I said plainly. “I... I went along with this thing, we did the séance. But... even if that damned thing isn't up there, I absolutely don't want to go back into that room, OK?”

      I could see that Cat understood, and to her credit she didn't give me any flak for my refusal. Instead, she nodded and walked over to the door, starting out into the stairwell. “OK, then. I'll only be a few minutes.”

      I raced after her, nearly knocking the candle from her grasp. “Hold on! You can't be serious! Where do you think you're going? It's different up there, Cat. It's not safe.”

      “Come with me, then,” she countered. “We'll do a quick walk-around. We need to do this. It's the only way for us to know that the spirit is gone.”

      My voice wavered and my eyes threatened tears. “No, I...” It was too traumatic to even consider. I stationed myself in the stairwell, shutting the door to apartment 10 and crossing my arms. “We need to leave. If it were still here in the building it would have reached out during the séance, Cat. Am I right? Wandering around in that room... it's stupid. Pointless.”

      She was going up there whether I liked it or not, and began hiking up the final flight of stairs. “Stay here, if you want. I won't be long.”

      As if led by the nose, I went up behind her, cursing and spitting all the while. “You're out of your damn mind! A woman died in that room, Cat! Evelyn killed herself and was hanging for months before she was found. She committed suicide because she couldn't live with the thing she brought into this world—the thing that she summoned in that very room. Are you dumb? Let's go, Cat. Please! For God's sake, let's get out of here!”

      We were outside of apartment 11, where Cat tried the door almost immediately. It was locked, and at some point over the past few months, Sheldon had apparently fixed the damage I'd done to the doorframe. The door was surrounded by new molding and the deadbolt looked to be of a different make.

      Seeming to have predicted this obstacle, she reached into one of the side pockets in her duffel bag and took out a thin screwdriver. This she inserted into the lock and began to twist in a measured way. She grinned. “I learned how to do this when I was a kid, sneaking into my older brother's room. It's not hard to do, and these locks are old...”

      There was a pop as the deadbolt was disengaged.

      She returned the screwdriver to her bag and then picked the candle back up. Opening the door, she turned to me. “I know this is hard for you, Tori. And I don't blame you for not wanting to go in. But unless we do, there's no way for us to be sure that the thing is gone. You want answers, don't you? You want the truth?”

      The truth didn't mean a damn thing to me. I'd seen more than my fair share of “truth” in that awful room over the summer. And yet, I couldn't let the imbecile go in alone. She was being reckless, walking into a trap, and unless I was there to serve as a second pair of eyes it was likely she'd end up hurt. “I hate you,” I said, wiping at my eyes. And I kind of meant it.

      The apartment was abysmally dark. The window I'd broken was boarded up, and there was no light in the entire apartment except that which came off of the candle in Cat's hand. She reached into the room and hit the light switch on the wall, then remembered that the building had no power. Stepping inside, I kept tightly to her rear, almost bumping into her. The feeble light coming from the stairwell didn't reveal anything but the barest outline of the room. There was ample shadow throughout; shadow in which untold horrors might lurk.

      We passed through the main room, cutting into the kitchen. The candlelight wasn't good for a whole lot; it failed to fully penetrate the inky darkness and showed us only those sights within arm's reach, while casting queer shadows all over our immediate surroundings. The kitchen, we found, was as empty as it'd been during my last visit.

      That left only the bathroom.

      “It was here, in front of the bathroom mirror that you saw Evelyn speaking to something in your dreams, is that right?” Cat stood in the bathroom doorway, sticking the candle in to have a look.

      “Yes,” I replied. “She had the book with her, too.”

      There was no book there now, however during my last stint in the apartment that awful tome had been on the floor, near the tub. Something—Evelyn, I believed—had tried to break through the thing physically, had called out to me and urged me to run from the apartment. It'd been good advice; advice that I wanted to take again.

      Cat stationed herself before the bathroom sink and studied the claw marks on the medicine cabinet. She frowned as she touched them, then looked closely into the mirror. “You saw things in this mirror, too, am I right?”

      I nodded. “There was something in it looking out at me, yes. I remember hearing it pound against the other side of the mirror in a dream I had, like it was breaking out.”

      For a long moment, Cat looked at her reflection in the mirror, moving the candle this way and that to judge from different angles. Meanwhile, I paced around in the kitchen, hands on my head, trying not to hyperventilate. The darkness in the studio was so absolute that I had to look continuously at the front door, which remained wide open. A powdery light came in through there, a promise of freedom. I wanted so badly to run for it, to leave through that door and never look back, but I waited as Cat took her time with the mirror.

      “I don't see anything in it now,” she eventually announced, sighing. “If it was there, then it isn't now. I'm not sure what to make of it, if I'm telling the truth.”

      Relieved, I turned back to Cat and took her arm. “Good. Now let's get the hell out of here, OK?”

      As the words left my lips, I became aware of something else in the bathroom with us. It issued from the tub, in the form of a quick, shadowy movement and a faint sound, as of flesh slapping the bottom of the basin. Cat heard it to, because she quickly shifted to the side and thrust out the candle, lighting up the inside of the tub.

      Surging to its feet, arms and legs pasty and uneven in length, was a human figure. Its mouth gaped as it extended a large hand, raking the air. From the hollows of its throat there leaked out a sound that was all too familiar to me.

      The wheezing, droning moan.

      Its pale hand struck the wall and it took a quick step out of the tub, rushing at Cat head-on. Its pasty, hairless head fell back on its shoulders and it bared its hideous, waxen mask of a face in the full candlelight, sending the two of us sprinting. Cat fell into me, nearly toppled me over, and darted into the main room. I was on her heels, the fleshy footfalls of the running specter issuing from just behind me. I felt sure that if I stopped to turn around, if I slowed even a hair, I'd be grabbed by the thing.

      We'd thought it was gone. We'd thought ourselves in the clear.

      But it'd been waiting for us.

      All this time, it had been waiting.

      Maybe it really had known we'd return.

      The door flew shut just as Cat was within reach of the knob. Trying to pry it open, she dropped the candle on the floor and tugged with all her might. “W-what is this? What the hell?” she cried.

      I hit the wall, then fell to my right, narrowly avoiding the specter's swinging arm. Cat let go of the door and then bolted towards the other side of the room, striking the wall so hard that I heard it crack. She tumbled to the floor and began to crawl towards the candle.

      I lunged towards the door and tried my hand at opening it. The entity was still in the room with us, was working in the background. I prayed that it wouldn't come near me; that, if forced to decide between two targets, the spirit would freeze up and give one of us a chance to forge an escape.

      I worked the doorknob with everything I had, but I couldn't get it to turn. I turned around, looking to the window, which had been tightly boarded with a sheet of wood. It was screwed into the surrounding wall, would be impossible for us to tear down or break through.

      We were trapped.

      Good and trapped.

      We were going to die, the two of us. In the same room where Evelyn died, we were going to perish in the dark, one after another, at the hands of this monstrous thing. In the chaotic flickering of the candle I caught bits and pieces of a few things: Misshapen hands and feet moving through the darkness in search of prey; Cat, tears in her eyes, trying to evade said hands.

      The light, though, had grown. It was bigger than it should have been. In my confusion, it took me a minute to realize why.

      Hot wax dripped into the carpet where Cat had dropped the candle, and as the wick continued to burn, the carpet fibers were beginning to ignite. A small fire was now spreading across the floor, and the smell of singed carpet met my nose through the darkness. “Oh, no,” I muttered, backing against the door and gaining my feet. Panicking for the second time, I tried to force the door open again, this time because I didn't want to die in a fire.

      The carpet, old and dusty, proved quite flammable. In the space of a few moments, the fire began to spread, and the room became host to a wild bonfire, with the candle melting near its center. Cat crawled on hands and knees towards the door, while the entity, droning, stood along one wall and leveled its empty gaze on the two of us. Smoke rose up from the ground, a thin veil of it forming near the ceiling.

      We were going to die in this apartment, even without the specter's intervention. Cat bumped into me, covering her airways with both hands, and took her turn at trying the door.

      Still stuck.

      The carpet was being rapidly consumed. The young flame took to one of the walls, creeping up it very slowly once the carpet in the corner had been fully burnt away. It wouldn't be long before the whole building went up.

      I tried screaming for help, forgetting in my terror that the building was completely empty. “Help! Help!” From across the room the entity took a jerky step, then another. The hollows of its hateful visage were more pronounced in the firelight, and the shadows it cast across the burning carpet and walls were sickly and ill-defined.

      The fire was still spreading. The flames were steadily making their way to the door. Hot smoke rolled past our faces in thick waves, and I felt it in my throat, my lungs. Cat and I coughed almost to the point of vomiting, our eyes stinging in the peppery haze of smoke. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to take shelter.

      It was at that moment, when the flames were nipping at the soles of my shoes and I was getting dizzy for all the smoke I'd inhaled, that there was a change. The specter suddenly turned back, stumbled through the flames with a low moan. I was so delirious with fright that I didn't know what I was seeing. Was the entity not immune to the fire? Had it been distracted somehow in the chaos?

      Turning to the passage between the main room and kitchen, I thought I saw another figure standing amidst the tongues of growing flame. It was so powdery, so faint, that I initially mistook it for more smoke, but when it moved, I saw it was something more substantial. The figure stood in that doorway and pointed straight at me, raising a paper-white face behind what looked to be a black veil.

      It was Evelyn.

      Cat was having trouble breathing and bumped into me, her legs nearly giving out. She coughed in my arms, pawed at the walls as she went down. I slung an arm around her, my eyes never leaving Evelyn.

      “Go.” A disembodied voice came through the room like a refreshing breeze, cutting through the pale entity's cacophonous droning. Evelyn motioned to the door with a nod. The lock clicked behind me so loudly that I startled.

      I whipped around and grasped the knob, giving it a hard turn.

      It opened. The door actually opened.

      I shoved Cat out into the stairwell and collapsed onto the concrete landing, a billowing wave of smoke following us out. The two of us hacked and spit, but within seconds we'd taken in enough air to fuel a hasty escape.

      “W-what happened?” Cat managed to ask between deep coughs.

      I was still wondering that myself. “It was Evelyn,” I replied, tripping down a few steps and wrenching my ankle. “She showed up just then, unlocked the door and distracted that... that thing.” Evelyn had turned up when we needed her most, giving us an out; she'd materialized one last time to protect us from the monstrosity she'd summoned.

      We hit the fourth floor landing, where the door to my old apartment sat closed. From behind it I saw the flickers of a growing flame, spied evidence of smoke escaping the seam underneath. And behind that door, too, I heard the loud, droning moan. It was much louder now, and from the inside of apartment 10 I could make out rapid footfalls.

      The thing was in my old apartment, and was coming to the door.

      We weren't out of the woods yet.

      Tripping down the next flight, we heard the same thing behind the door of apartment 9, and again behind the door of apartment 8, once we reached the second-floor landing. A loud and terrible drone issued from each and every studio in the building. The evil spirit had taken to the building like a mold, had incorporated itself into it at every level so that it could move freely. The stairwell erupted with the sounds of foreign feet above us, and an upward glance through the railings revealed for an instant the warped, pasty limbs of our pursuer.

      We barreled out into the commons area and kept on going till we burst out the front door of the building. It was clear even from the outside that the place was burning, and a wreath of smoke had developed around the roof of building 3 which blocked out the sun and drenched the surrounding land in hazy shadow.

      From one of the windows in the upper stories, I saw a cloud of smoke erupting forcefully. In that same window, I glimpsed a naked human form, limbs sagging like spent candles. It wore an approximation of my mother's face in what looked like a drooping, softened Halloween mask, and as the two of us fled down the quiet street, I saw it reach out with a single, misshapen hand. Its head tilting abnormally to one side, I thought I heard it speak to me.

      “How is Melanie Mouse doing today?”

      It wasn't until we'd reached the shops downtown that I stopped to fully catch my breath. Crashing onto a public bench with Cat, our faces covered in sweat and flecks of soot, I brought my palms to my ears. It was a long while before the hellish droning noise no longer echoed in them.
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      The story hit the next day's news. Both Cat and I read it with great interest in the Moorlake Register the following morning. We'd skipped our first classes of the day and she'd spent the night in my dorm room, sleeping on a futon.

      Building 3 of the Lamplight complex had burned completely. The writer noted that there'd been no one living in the building at the time, and that investigators believed it was possibly arson, or else an accident caused by a squatter. Future articles in the local paper would later go on to make brief mention of the complex, and for months I followed them closely, passing them onto Cat through emails and texts. The entire complex ended up shuttered, and was eventually slated for demolition in spring of the following year.

      Had it worked? Had burning the building down and getting it condemned been enough to break the ties that bound that terrible spirit to the earthly plane? Cat didn't have the answer to that, and neither did I. All we could do was hope it'd been enough. We'd done our best, and had at least ensured that no one could live there anymore and be preyed upon by it.

      Annie and Julia had heard about the fire, and both reached out to me with some variation on, “Whoa, isn't that a crazy coincidence?”

      I played dumb and never told them the truth about what I'd experienced while living there, or about what Cat and I had tried to do.

      Cat and I kept in touch after that. The Lamplight incident brought us closer together, and we made a point of going out for coffee once every few weeks to catch up. When we did meet, we seldom spoke of the apartment, of the terrible thing we encountered inside of it, and would instead talk about commonplace things, like our class schedules.

      After that bump in the road, my semester went well. I completed my courses, aced my mid-term exams with flying colors and, after returning to my dad's house for winter vacation, I signed up for the last of my nursing courses and began the spring semester. My hours in the classroom were fewer, and I was assigned to do clinical work at the nearby Moorlake Health Center, where Cat had stayed during her hospitalization.

      Months passed. Memories faded. I'd sometimes dream of the Lamplight complex, would have nightmares about that pale-faced, waxy entity reaching out to me from the shadows, but as time went on they became easier to dismiss. Though the events in that building would always haunt me to some capacity, I learned how to deal with the experience emotionally and eventually got past the trauma.

      I was a few credits short of graduation by the end of that academic year. I'd already received job offers, and would have work at most any hospital in the area upon graduation. Needless to say, my dad was rather pleased. Throughout the school year he'd urged me to slow down, to take things easy, but when I found myself at the very cusp of a bachelor's degree, he couldn't help but beam with pride.

      “You've done an amazing job, Victoria,” he told me one afternoon, after meeting me for lunch. “Your mother would be so proud, too.”

      Where usually my dad's mentions of mom would make me uncomfortable, I smiled. The happenings in the Lamplight complex had taught me that there's a world beyond our own. Though I'd never actually made contact with her, I believed, truly, that my mother was up there, in some form, watching me. And with any luck, I was making her proud.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I walked back to the dorm. It was a few days before the end of the semester, and most students were done with their finals. It was a warm, summery day—the first sunny afternoon in days, after a weeklong stretch of showers. I'd just sold off the semester's textbooks at the campus trade-in and was going to ask my roommate, Sarah, out to lunch. I still had money on my university meal plan that needed used up, and there were only days left to do it.

      Dorm life with Sarah had proven pleasant. Over the course of the year we'd become close friends. She and I had similar tastes in music and movies, and the two of us had a clear understanding of how best to share a small space. We never stepped on each other's toes and we were respectful of the other's things. We'd talked about the possibility of moving in together, of sharing an off-campus apartment in the fall. She had a part-time job and parents who could help her with rent. By that time, I hoped to have a paid position at a local hospital so that living expenses wouldn't be a problem. We were still only in the planning phase, but the idea of moving in with a friend was exciting.

      And, of course, we'd be sure to select someplace nicer than the Lamplight had been.

      I went into the building through a side door, walked down the long hall and rummaged around in my pocket for my keys. Arriving at our room, I unlocked the door and stepped inside. Sarah was sitting on her bed, back to the door, when I walked in. “Hey, what's up?” I asked. “You hungry? Wanna get lunch?”

      Sarah stood up, yawning. Her short, blonde hair was kind of messy. She looked like she hadn't hardly done a thing all day. “Sure, sounds good. You buying?” she asked with a grin.

      I set my bag down. “Sure am. I have to use this meal plan money, stat, otherwise it's gone for good.” Thumbing at my phone, I asked, “What've you been up to today?”

      She shrugged. “My last final was yesterday, so I slept in. I did go out for a bit, though. I ran by the store.”

      “For what?” I asked.

      Sarah motioned to the bed, where she'd been sitting only a moment ago. Donning a sheepish smile, she smoothed out the bedspread a bit. “You'll probably say it's dumb... I, uh, I saw this documentary recently. It was about the supernatural, right?”

      I arched a brow. “Uh-huh?” Striding towards her bed, I suddenly stopped in my tracks. “W-where did you get that?”

      My roommate bent down and picked the Ouija board off of her bed. “It was on sale! I'd gone for a quick snack run and they had a bunch of these marked down near the toy section. I couldn't pass it up! In the documentary, some ghost hunters used one just like this to try and speak to the dead. It's pretty freaky stuff. I don't think it's real or anything, but I wanted to play with one and see for myself.”

      I nearly dropped my phone. Taking a step back, color draining from my face, I shot her a dire look. “P-put it away, please.”

      Sarah chuckled like she wasn't sure whether I was kidding. I wasn't one to raise a fuss about most things, so my reaction to the board must have seemed awfully out of character. “What's wrong?” she asked. Placing the board back onto her bed, Sarah plopped the planchette on top and wandered over to the closet in search of a new outfit. “You OK, Tori?”

      I swallowed hard. “Get rid of that thing, please. Put it away. I don't want to see it.” I couldn't take my eyes off of the board. It was a simple, cardboard version. Cheap. Unthreatening. But still, the sight of it made my heart race.

      Sarah put on a clean shirt and shrugged. “OK, sure. I'm sorry. I... I didn't know you had a thing about Ouija boards.”

      “I don't have a good history with those sorts of things,” I replied. “I'm not really comfortable around them.”

      Sarah accosted me with a curious look, but ultimately shrugged it off, pulling on a pair of jeans. While she had her back turned, I sensed a furtive movement in the direction of the bed. The subtle sound of plastic gliding over cardboard reached my ears, and I watched as the triangular planchette swiveled across the board of its own accord.

      The planchette had moved so that it was pointing directly at me, from across the room.

      I doubted that Sarah had heard it, that she'd notice the change in its position, but it took everything I had not to run from the room.

      Cat had told me once that those of us who experiment with the occult are marked in some way, become more open to the influence of the supernatural as a result. “To some degree, we'll always have eyes watching us from the other side. The good and the bad.” Blanching, I backed up towards the door.

      Whose eyes were focused on me just then?

      It was impossible to say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You For Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading! I hope you've enjoyed The Seance in Apartment 10. Want to know when my next book comes out? Consider joining my mailing list below for news and updates!

      

      Please consider leaving a review for this book. Your reviews are invaluable to me; they help me to hone my craft and help new readers find my books.

      

      Subscribe to Ambrose Ibsen's newsletter here:

      

      http://eepurl.com/bovafj
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