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“A truly unique haunted house story that turns the ghost trope on its ear. This story builds a world that never was, but is completely real. Masterful work.”

- LitReactor
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“...a thought-provoking tale set in an expertly crafted world, featuring a suspenseful mystery populated with fully realized characters.”

- Library Journal
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“If there is anything I dislike about The Perfectly Fine House, it's that the fun had to end sometime. I am usually the first to whine about a tacked-on cliffhanger in horror literature. In this case I found myself hoping for one lingering shred of hope that another installment to this universe would be waiting for me.”

- Horror DNA
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Well, since you asked so nicely...


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]



THE PERFECTLY FINE NEIGHBORHOOD


[image: image]





edited by

Kayleigh Dobbs

[image: A black ghost with white eyes  Description automatically generated]

Stephen Kozeniewski

[image: A black ghost with white eyes  Description automatically generated]

Wile E. Young

[image: A picture containing text  Description automatically generated]
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Names, places, characters, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.  And, of course, it says, “Argh!  It boo-urns!”

For Jay Wilburn.

We wish this was real so we could talk to you again.
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The world of The Perfectly Fine House originated during a car ride to an all-you-can-eat crab festival in Baltimore, Maryland, which, sadly, turned out to feature no crabs.  Stephen Kozeniewski was driving to the aforementioned feast with Brian Keene, one of the authors featured in the tasty, tasty anthology you now hold in your hands.

“The next big thing is going to be the resurgence of the haunted house story,” Brian said.  “Whoever can come up with a way to reinvent that genre is going to be a millionaire.”

“What’s it going to be?” Stephen asked.

“I don’t know.  Maybe it’ll be one of those tiny houses.  And then the person keeps moving, but the tiny house keeps showing up on their lawn.  So, it’s like the house is literally haunting them.”

Shockingly, the next big thing was not that, but the seed had been planted in Stephen’s mind.  All he could come up with was a “reverse haunted house,” though what that might actually consist of, other than throwing a buzzword in front of an already well-established genre, was unclear.

But the fine city of Baltimore came to the rescue once again!

At Shore Leave 39, Stephen pitched his nugget of an idea to a crowd at a brainstorming workshop.  And the idea of a world where ghosts were normal, and only an unhaunted house would be scary was born.  But there was still a problem.  

How the heck could an absence of ghosts be scary?

It was at this point that Wile E. Young enters our story, the tin star on his ten-gallon hat illuminated by the setting sun as he rode astride a mighty black mule out of the West.  Or possibly none of that.  But, one night, on Stephen’s porch, after again pitching this perplexing idea, Wile E. immediately hit upon the solution.  

“Imagine thinking you have all eternity,” he said, “and then finding out you have only now.  It’s a story of existential dread, not jump scares.”

A partnership was forged, a novel was painstakingly crafted, and then, on the same day it was published, a multi-million casualty pandemic struck and nobody in the world very much wanted to read about existential dread anymore.  

Which is where Kayleigh Dobbs enters our tale.  The Perfectly Fine House was a novel she believed in.  And as a marketing guru she took it everywhere, pounding the pavement, pressing the digital flesh, garnering reviews, and breathing new life into a novel which had been dead on arrival.  Kayleigh brought something to this novel that no amount of rewrites, edits, or homoerotic fistfights between the co-authors ever could have: an audience.

All of which is a roundabout way of saying that the creation of the Perfectly Fine Universe has always been a collaborative process.  From Brian’s suggestion to Stephen’s germ of an idea to the workshop crowd’s expansion to Wile E.’s partnership to Kayleigh’s championing, this world has been a success with many parents.  And so, we thought it was only right to open up that world to the input of anyone who wanted to tell stories in it.

Thus was born the volume you now hold in your grubby little hands, or, alternately, have pirated, along with several malicious, computer-destroying pieces of code from a file sharing site.  The short story authors featured in this anthology run a wide gamut of ages, backgrounds, and life experiences, and we wouldn’t have it any other way.  Some of the tales are perfectly canonical re-creations of this ghosty little world.  Others played faster and looser with the rules.  But when an editor receives stories this brilliant, it becomes impossible to quibble over canon and minutia.

Ghosts were real and had always been.  Then, one day, they all disappeared.  That’s all you need to know to enjoy this book.  And we sincerely hope that you will.
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THE FIRST GHOST
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Stephen Kozeniewski
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“Is that light still on?” Connor asked.

Emily looked over her shoulder.  The dark, eerie nightscape was hard to read, but the snow on the ground reflected even the light of the stars.  They were in the hot tub, on the south side of the house, and so the entire cabin was blocking their view of the north side, where the fire pit and wood pile lay.  It was impossible to be completely sure from this angle, but despite their obstructed view, it did seem like the Ghost Away light was still shining.

“Yeah, I guess so,” she said, moaning lightly as her shoulders sank into the warm, bubbling soup.  

“Soup” was a better word for it than “water,” considering how oily and greasy the hot tub had become in just the three days the couple had been there.  She hadn’t wanted to spend her vacation learning how to maintain a hot tub, but it was clear that the owners of the cabin hadn’t been up here in a while, or else hadn’t put any bromine tablets in since the last guests.

“I swear that fucking thing has stayed on all night, every night.”

“Huh?” Em replied, her mind obviously wandering.  “The hot tub?  It’s supposed to stay on.”

A devilish smile crossed Connor’s face as he bobbed from his seat on the far end of the hot tub and wrapped his arms around her.  “You’re not listening,” he said kissing her nose.

“The light,” she said, remembering the subject of his interest.

“The light,” he agreed.  “The motion sensor must be busted or something.”

She reached down and wrapped her hand around his penis.  He was already impressively erect.  “What difference does it make?” she asked.  “You worried someone will wander by and catch us doing it?”

“Ha!” Connor replied, slipping away and leaving her body throbbing for him.  “That’s my last worry here at the ends of the earth.”

Emily leaned over the side of the hot tub, wiped her hand off on the terrycloth bathrobe the owners had left for them, and pulled up her glass of wine.  According to the house rules which had been laminated to protect against the weather (to little avail), they weren’t supposed to be drinking in the hot tub.  It didn’t explicitly say not to have sex in the hot tub, either, but they had already broken both of those taboos.  She had traveled 3,000 miles to forget about rules, not be bullied by a laminated sheet of paper.

“It’s so weird, isn’t it?” Em asked.

“The Ghost Away light?”

She shook her head.  “Just the whole idea of being free from haunting.”

Connor shrugged.  He broke another can off from his six pack, popped the top, and took a long drink.  “That’s why people come to Greenland, right?  Least densely populated place on the planet.”

Em rolled her eyes.  Yeah, that was what all the reviews online said.  In practice, though, when they’d landed in Qaanaaq Resort it had looked like Woodstock.  Tourists from all over the world came to the barely populated area to enjoy the thrill of a practically ghostless existence.

Considering how packed the resort town was these days it seemed counterintuitive, but having been a barely-there fishing village for most of human history had left it one of the least haunted places on the planet.  The town boasted a living mayor and an all-living municipal council, which was practically unheard of, even in countries with very progressive affirmative action laws for the living.  

The few ghosts in the area, mostly tourists who had had heart attacks these days, were handsomely compensated – or cajoled, she imagined, too – by the locals not to harass the tourists.  People who stayed in town could enjoy a practically ghost-free experience at a local B&B or the only hotel in the world which could legitimately claim “No Local Haunts.”  Ghost Away lights, similar to the more common Ghost Away modules which could be purchased at any five-and-dime, were liberally sprinkled all around town, and mostly scared off the dead squirrels and deer that happened to wander by.

Qaanaaq was one of the few places on earth where someone could enjoy a night’s sleep without any rattling chains or have a meal without too many spectral flies buzzing about.  But for the true zero-haunt experience, the curious could rent an SUV and drive ten or twenty miles into the wilderness to a cabin like the one they had rented for five thousand smackers a night.

“Do you wish we’d come during the midnight sun?” Em asked.  “I know you need to work on your tan.”

He chuckled.  “No, I’m good with the dark.  You know I’m kind of a night owl.  The cold sucks, but between the hot tub and the never-ending sex marathon...”

“Oh, never-ending sex marathon, is that what you think?”

He grinned, showing off that wide, white set of pearls that had made her fall in love with him.  But then his smile melted away.  “That damn light is just getting to me.”

She shifted her wine glass to the other hand and put it on top of the chlorine modulator.  If she didn’t change the subject, he would natter on about this all night and become hyper-focused on it.  Then she’d wake to him in the middle of the night, a toolbelt around his waist, trying to fix a buggy light fixture on their vacation instead of spending quality time with her. 

“It’s weird, isn’t it?  Not having animal spirits running through you all day, I mean.”

“You know what it’s like?  It’s like when your ear pops.  Sometimes you didn’t even know it was going to pop.”

“Yes!” she agreed vociferously, “It feels right afterwards, but you were so used to it the other way you didn’t even realize it was wrong.”

Yeah, they weren’t going to spend thirty-five thousand on a vacation every year, but for what it was worth, this experience had been unique.  It was just like Connor had been saying.  When they got back to Ganesh City, the pigeons and rats and things would start running through them again and they’d forget they’d even been without it.  But for now, she was filled with a weird sense of calm.

“We should figure out how to turn it off,” Connor said.

He was back on that damn light.

“Well, it ain’t rocket surgery, Einstein.  There’s four switches by the front door and one of them has a little plastic sheath around it.  It’s probably that one.”

Connor touched his finger to his nose, before Em even realized what he was doing.  “Not it.”

“Sir Connor of Ganesh!” she shouted, mock aghast, “You would not be so ungallant as to let your fiancée get out of this toasty tub and risk frostbite on her tiny, perfect toes?”

He pulled one of her legs out of the water and ran his lips along her foot.  But that was a mere ruse, because in his next motion he snatched her up entirely and dumped her outside the tub.

“Hey, no fair!” she shouted, wrapping her arms around herself, less to protect her shame (who was out here to see her naked anyway?) than to protect against the chill.  Outside the tub the cold Greenland night smashed into her like a freight train.  

“Get me another beer, too, will you?”

“You are so not getting laid tonight,” she said, shaking an angry fist at him.

He snorted.  “Yeah, I’ll believe it when I see it.”

She pulled her robe on and tried to fight the chattering of her teeth.  She snatched up her wineglass and gathered his empties.

“All right,” she admitted, “We’re still having sex.  But I won’t enjoy it.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

“Always so cocky.”

Shaking her head and blowing her nose against her hand, she hurried across the deck.  They’d cleared it of yesterday and even though it wasn’t currently snowing, the cold wood burned her uncovered feet like hot coals.  As soon as she got inside the cabin, she put first one foot to the radiator, then the other, until they warmed up.  She grabbed her flip-flops and Connor’s too, to be safe.  She was not cutting this extravagant vacation short because one of them had been dumb enough to catch frostbite.

She slopped another lush’s glassful of Zin into her glass and yanked another of Connor’s beer cans out of the fridge.  The window in the little kitchenette faced the north side of the house.  With the nighttime all the time they’d more or less taken to sleeping each day when they felt like, waking up when they felt like, making a fire in the firepit on the north side each “afternoon,” then spending a good portion of whatever they decided constituted “the evening” in the hot tub.

Right now, she was staring out at the firepit, which was bright as day because of the damn Ghost Away light.  She walked over to the light switches by the door.  She flicked the first one off.

“Hey!” Connor shouted, his voice muffled through the windows but not completely indistinct.  “I’m trying to read out here!”

“Deck light,” Em murmured, flipping it back on.

She flicked the next one.  Above her head, the ceiling fan began whirling.  She toggled it back off.  “Overhead fan,” she murmured in the same monotone.

She flicked the third one.  The light in the ceiling fan came on.  So those were on independent mechanisms.  “Overhead light.”

The fourth one was covered on three sides with a plastic case.  So, the owners didn’t want guests to turn it off, but weren’t explicitly forbidding it.  She flicked it off.  

A shiver immediately ran through her like a knife.  She whirled around.  Had Connor opened the door and let in a whoosh of cold air?  That was the only thing that could explain it.  But, no, the door remained closed and she could see her fiancé’s silhouette still sitting in the hot tub.

“What the hell?” she muttered, glancing at each of the windows in turn, looking for the draft.  She even climbed up the unsteady ladder/stair hybrid to the children’s loft.  They had climbed up there once on day one and left it untouched otherwise.  But, no, the window up there was closed as well.  

She returned to the kitchenette, rubbing her arms to get the warmth back in.  She checked the single point heating/air conditioning system.  It was blowing fine and was still set to twenty-one Celsius, which they had determined upon arrival was about seventy Fahrenheit.

“Maybe I’m having a stroke,” she said to no one in particular.

Another puff of cold air whispered into her right ear, feeling for all the world like a long, prehensile tongue.  She shuddered.

“Hey, babe!” Connor shouted, “Did you turn off the hot tub in there or something?  It’s flipping freezing now.”

Jesus, she’d been so distracted by the sudden temperature change she’d forgotten she’d been testing the light switches.  Maybe she had turned off the hot tub by mistake.  But no.  She looked out at the firepit and was greeted only by the darkness of a moonless night.  So, the plastic-encased one definitely was the Ghost Away light.  She flicked it back on and turned to rejoin Connor, but paused.

The light had turned on immediately and it was steady.  Normally these lights flickered on and off like a bug zapper whenever a spirit came close, which was its own kind of annoying, but she’d never once seen one that was steady.  Was there even an option to turn off the paranormal motion sensor?

“Okay, I guess the hot tub’s working again,” Connor shouted, “Are you ever coming back?”

“Give me a minute, Connor, Jesus!”

She pulled her coat on over her bathrobe.  This wasn’t exactly weather appropriate, but she wasn’t going to go get showered and dressed just to check the motion sensor.  She stepped out onto the deck and walked past the small grilling apparatus they had shunned all week in favor of the fire pit.  The Ghost Away light was hung low enough that she could reach up and check it.  It had two large bulbs, one pointing in each direction, and it really covered quite a bit of the surrounding area.

She reached up and checked the body of the light.  Maybe there was a switch that had accidentally been flipped.  But, no, she couldn’t find anything.  The only thing that interrupted the smooth body of the device was a sticker with a serial number on it.  She quirked her mouth.

Well, that made sense.  A Ghost Away light that ran 24/7 would have racked up quite an electric bill.  She’d never owned one personally, having long since come to peace with the specters in her own apartment, Mrs. Hammerstein, who had died in the ‘20s, and John Curtis Walton, who claimed he had died in the ‘70s.  John Curtis liked to irk Mrs. Hammerstein about how much “younger” he was than her, but if she had to guess by his language and accent, had died no more recently than 1960.  The pair were, she supposed, married by now, or acted as such.  She had no idea if they had ever actually had a justice in to perform the ceremony.

No, she’d never felt the need to be free of the Walton-Hammersteins.  It was as much their apartment as hers, really.  But her father had kept a Ghost Away light at the farm to keep the spectral squirrels and rabbits from “queering” the corn in the silo, as he called it, though she had begged him to use a better term here in the second decade of the twenty-first century.  Though she didn’t like the term, she knew it to be a real problem.  

When spectral vermin gnawed on cereal grain it gave it a strange taste.  Some Unenlightened claimed to like it better that way, which, naturally, had given rise to certain inorganic farms which deliberately let the vermin run roughshod over the storage silos.  But, by far most farmers, like her dear old dad, had to do something to prevent it.  And he had complained ceaselessly since about how much electricity the damned things used up.  In the grain silos they were pretty much running 24/7, but even then, she had only ever seen them flickering, never steady.  What sort of spirit, human or animal, would be masochistic enough to stand in a light that actively irritated them?

“Emily!” Connor moaned, as though he were in pain, “Come back to me, my love!”

She shrugged.  It really wasn’t her responsibility to save the cabin’s owner on electricity.  It might have been nice to let them know, perhaps even to call them and have them come out and fix it, but there were two things preventing that.  First of all, they had no cell service or Wi-Fi, which was precisely why they had chosen this particular cabin at the end of the world rather than one of the ones with better amenities.  Connor was a workaholic and would have been fielding phone calls from the airport ground crews the entire week if she hadn’t made it literally impossible.  He claimed to be a river to his people and would never not answer, whether it was the dead of morning or the dead of night back home.

So, getting in touch with the owners was probably not going to happen unless they went out searching the woods for an area of satellite signal.  But, perhaps more importantly, she didn’t want to see anybody on her damn vacation.  Let them fix it in between guests, or, better yet, during the vacation of the next set of guests who would not shut up about it.  She supposed she could live with an errant Ghost Away light.  Besides, the owners could hardly charge them more than they already were.

She went back inside, shucked her coat, grabbed the drinks, and hurried back out to the hot tub.

“Where have you been?” he asked, emphasizing the last word as though it were the height of calumny to be wherever she had been.

“Trying to fix that light you’ve been complaining about.”

He glanced over his shoulder.  The light was still visible, messing up the ambience of their romantic evening.

“Way to get to the bottom of that case, Columbo.”

“Oh, hush,” she said, shoving the beer angrily into his hand and then opening it for him, because, honestly, she loved him too much to even pretend to be angry for very long.

She climbed into the tub, hissing gleefully.  She likely hadn’t been out more than ten minutes total, but she could have sworn that in that time she had been replaced with an Emily-shaped popsicle.

“Sooo nice,” she said, elongating the first word ludicrously.

“It got really cold there for a minute.”

“Yeah, I heard you say that.  What happened?”

“I don’t know,” he said.  “You’re the one who knows about hot tub stuff.  If it’s more complicated than ‘get in,’ I don’t know how to do it.”

She shook her head.  She and her ex-husband had owned a hot tub, so she really did know all the ins and outs.  She checked the temperature gauge.  It was currently down to 98 Fahrenheit, which was a bit on the low side.  It was set to 101, though, which was fine, so she didn’t adjust anything.

“I mean, it’s a little low.  You said it turned off?”

“Yeah, I guess so.  I mean, it got really cold.”

She gestured around her.  “The lights went out?  The jets stopped?”

He reached up and lifted the ball cap proclaiming him to be a “Captain of Industry” up off the top of his head and ran his hand through his hair.  “Well, no.”

Em gave him her best “what the hell is wrong with you” look.

“Connor.  If the lights were on and the jets were going, why do you think the hot tub went off?”

He shrugged.  “I dunno.  Weren’t you flicking switches?”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t change the laws of science.  Or logic, which would seem to be the one you’re struggling with here.  I figured out what all the switches were to, and none of them were the hot tub.  The last one I flipped was just the Ghost Away light.”

He shrugged.  “Well, it got real cold in here.”

“Yeah, I got real cold, too.”

They were both silent for a moment, nursing their drinks.

“I mean, it could have been a ghost, right?” he said, finally breaking the silence.  “Qaanaaq has good marketing people, but we still live in the real world, right?”

“Yeah,” Emily agreed, rubbing her chin.  “You think, like, a moose ran through the house when I turned the light off?”

“Pretty extreme ectothermic reaction for a moose.  Or.  Well, I guess I don’t know.  I’ve never seen a ghost moose before.  Or any moose.”

“Yeah,” she agreed, shrugging, “maybe that was it.”

To Emily the hot tub suddenly seemed less inviting.  The same thing seemed to happen to Connor as well a few minutes later.  They tried to stick it out, but once Connor had finished his beer, he stretched wordlessly and got out.  Em followed and began fiddling with the plastic steps up to the tub, where the owners kept the bromine packets and other chemicals and tools for upkeep.

“Want me to turn on the porch light?” she heard him ask over her shoulder.

“Yeah, thanks.”

The lights came on and Em shivered.  She really shouldn’t have had to be doing this.  The owners should have been attending to all this.  Well, there was a partial explanation.  They didn’t have bromine at all, which was the right chemical for a hot tub.  They had chlorine, which had to be juiced with certain additives to even work in the high temperatures of a hot tub.  She shook her head.  Well, then again, maybe it was hard to get the right chemicals here in this nowhere part of practically the north pole.

She sighed, deciding to look at it again in the morning, then reminded herself there wouldn’t be better light then, either.  She wished she could have at least checked the internet to see how to do this.  She checked a couple of boxes, made an educated guess, and added some chemicals before turning off the jets.  Hopefully the water would be less soupy tomorrow.

When she came in, she really was a popsicle.  She made a beeline for the bathroom, where Connor was sitting on the toilet, looking at his phone.

“Whatchoo doing?” she asked, affecting a light, fake Brooklyn accent.

He shook his head.  “That damn Ghost Away light.  I don’t think they sell steady on models, and I wanted to look it up, but...”

He shrugged.  No service.

“Yeah, I know,” she agreed, “I was just trying to look up more about the pool chemicals.  I guess we’re stuck with our analog phones.”  She tapped the side of her head.

He shook his head.  “How did people live this way?”

“I dunno.  They used to use leeches to bleed away the bad humors and drilled a hole in your head to let out bad spirits, too.”

“Not in the ‘80s.”

“Hey, you don’t know.  You didn’t live through the ‘80s.”

“Fair enough.”

Rubbing her hands together, she hopped into the shower.  “Hopped” probably wasn’t the right word, since she could barely fit in the tiny shower, and adding a bar of soap used up practically all of the remaining space.

When she emerged from her shower, she felt a million times better.  Connor was already sitting on the bed, watching a sitcom, replete with commercials, on the satellite television.  He was also playing with his dick.

“Move over,” she said, although it was not strictly necessary in the California king.

He did and she turned out the light and took over playing with his dick for him.  A few minutes later they were making love, although that damned Ghost Away light, never flickering, and shining in all the windows on the north side, was ruining the mood.

[image: A black ghost with white eyes  Description automatically generated]

She woke up, as she often did, around six the next morning.  The darkness was still absolute, of course, save for the broken Ghost Away light and some of the ambient lights like the numbers on the microwave.  She guessed it was either a holdover from her days in the Air Force, when she’d had to wake up early, or else just something about her body that always made her get up at first light.  The light thing didn’t really apply at this time of year in Greenland, but she’d still been doing it anyway.

She pulled out her phone, remembered she couldn’t casually flick through Facebook or one of her gaming apps, and settled instead on a book she’d downloaded on her Kindle app.  She sat down on the toilet, partially to poop, but mostly just to sit somewhere for a few minutes, a little change of scenery, such as it was.  At home she’d advance a few levels in Candy Crush and then feel satisfied to go back to bed.  Here she would read a few chapters, more likely pages, of a book about two star-crossed Unenlightened who accidentally fell in love with each other instead of their respective ghosts.  She already knew how it would end: the girl was going to commit suicide and then they’d exist happily forever after.  It wasn’t exactly a mental challenge, but she hadn’t exactly come on vacation for a mental challenge.

A shadow from the hall fell over her.  She looked up, smiling, hoping she didn’t look too groggy and that her hair wasn’t too out of place.  Connor never cared about such things, but she did, of course.  One had to look good.

She frowned.  No one was there.  She looked back down at the ground.  There was definitely a shadow there.  She stood, took a few steps, and glanced in the bedroom to see Connor quietly snoozing, or, more accurately, sawing wood like a pig eating logs.  She turned back to the bathroom.  The shadow was definitely man-shaped.  She could identify a head, neck, and below it a mass that must have been a body.  She turned toward the common area.  

“He...hello?” she asked.

There must have been a ghost there, although with the Ghost Away light still unflinchingly burning away, she couldn’t imagine how.  Sometimes spirits could push through the pain of a little sage or a sprinkle of salt, or even avoid disapparating if a windchime wasn’t quite loud enough.  But she’d rarely heard of a ghost defying a Ghost Away module or light.  They were pretty dependable, which was why they sold so well.

She took a few steps forward.  She wasn’t exactly legendary for her mediumship, but she could see a specter as well as the next person.  She pushed her hand through the air about where the ghost should have been, based on where the shadow fell.

A dagger of ice slashed through her hand.

“Shit!” she shouted, jumping backwards.  

Connor snorted and woke up.  Damn.  She must have been loud.

“What is it, babe?”

She turned back to the hallway, then looked back to the bathroom.  The shadow was gone.

“Nothing,” she said, “I thought it was a haunt.  But maybe my imagination’s just playing tricks on me.”
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The California king was a mighty bed, large enough to let Em sit cross legged at the top and Connor to lay his head in her lap without his feet even dangling off the edge.  She ran her hands through his long, luscious hair, luxuriating in it.

“What do you want to do?” she asked.

“Bang.”

“You always say that.”

“It’s always what I want to do.”

She sighed and leaned back against the massive headboard.  “This is so amazing.”

“I know.  I’m reading again.”  He picked up a book called Banshees: The Ghostly Howling Commandos of World War II.  Essentially the macho male equivalent of the mismatched Unenlightened novel she was reading herself.

“Isn’t it weird,” she said, “How even though sixty million people died fighting that war, ghosts were the only ones who ever contributed to it?”

“I know,” he said, feigning shock, “It’s almost like the publishing industry is only interested in ghost stories!”

“Well, I suppose we’ll both be dead ourselves soon enough.  Then we can kick back and collect our endless pensions and well-deserved accolades.”

“Maybe even finally start voting.”

The house groaned and the electricity flickered out.  Em’s teeth instantly began chattering, as though she had thrown open a window and a dune of snow had blown inside on top of her.

“Oh, shit,” she muttered, “we are going to start getting our pensions much faster out here if the electricity goes out.”

“Hang on,” he said, patting her shoulder, “Give it a second.”

He was shivering too, despite his extra rolls of beer belly fat.  The house sputtered and the lights flickered back on.  The chill instantly abated.  All the clock numbers were flashing, though.

“Yeah, they said something about that in the contract,” Connor said, pointing down below them.  When they’d first examined the cabin, they’d found a locked shed below the deck.  She’d assumed it was full of tools for the landscaping guy, the same as the locked cabinet in the kitchen was probably full of cleaning supplies for the maid.

“Oh, there’s a generator?”

“Yeah.  It’s supposed to go for seven days for life support purposes.  When I booked it, they said to let them know if you book for more than a week so they’d leave the keys and some extra kerosene just in case.  But we’re just staying a week, so I didn’t.”

“Yeah,” Em said, pointing to the firepit, still awash in unblinking Ghost Away lumens, “I’ll bet that damn light isn’t going to help.  My dad down on the farm...”

“My dad down on the farm,” he repeated, in the tone he reserved exclusively for mocking her.

They began wrestling, and, of course, Connor easily overpowered her, which quickly led to foreplay.  Before they knew it, they had forgotten all about the generator, the errant light, and all the other problems of being away from a home whose every creaky stair they had memorized.

After a few minutes, lying in Connor’s arms in post-coital bliss, Em realized the sound in her ears wasn’t the blood rushing to her head anymore.

“What is that?” she asked.

“Hmm?  Generator, I guess.”

She nodded.  “Four more days of this?”

“Nah.  The power will probably be back on shortly.  Generators are just supposed to get you over the hump.”

She crawled up on all fours, her hair falling all down in her face.  “How?  There’s nobody out here to fix it.”

He paused.  “Well, don’t these things just fix themselves?  Like, some guy at a power plant somewhere hits a reset switch?”

“Fix themselves.  Come on, city boy.  I used to have to fix all kinds of shit when I lived with my dad down on the farm.”

“My dad down on the farm,” he muttered, flapping his lips for about ten seconds too long.

She laughed and tossed one pile of clothes at him while pulling the other puddle onto herself.  She realized too late that she had grabbed his and glanced back at him holding up her bra, then placing it daintily on his head like a cardboard party cap.  She shrugged and continued buttoning up his clothes, though she was swimming in them.  Shaking his head, Conner pulled a clean set out of his suitcase – which he still hadn’t unpacked – and pulled them all over his sweaty, filthy body.  

Boys.

She grabbed a pair of flashlights the owners had left for the guests and headed for the front door.

“Hey, did you say you saw a shadow in the bathroom the other night?”

She turned back.  “Yeah.  Why?”

“It’s back.”

She joined him in the hallway.  It sure was.

“How’s he fighting a Ghost Away Light?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe we should turn it off and have a chat with him.”

A weird chill went up Em’s spine.  “No.  No, I don’t want my vacation to be ruined.  This vacation is supposed to be you and me.  No Mrs. Hammerstein.  No Mr. Walton.  And no weirdo old-timey Viking who probably doesn’t even speak English anyway.”

Connor cracked his knuckles.  “Time to break out my ancient Norse.  Yarble yarble yarble!  Yarble?  Gold and plunder, yarble!”

She shoved him as hard as she could, moving him exactly not at all.  “You’re such a dork.  Come on.”

They turned on the porch lights before stepping outside.  Between that, the never-abating Ghost Away light, and their flashlights, the outside seemed a little less like Greenland in the ever-twilights and a little more like Christmas back home in Ganesh.  Em pointed out the power lines with her flashlight.

“Yeah, I mean depending on how far we have to walk, maybe we can find the nearest transformer and fix it.”

“You can do that?” he asked, sounding in awe.

She gritted her teeth, desperately trying not to bring up how many times she’d had to fix tractors and generators and who knew what all else on the farm because she didn’t want to hear his mocking lilt again.

“Maybe,” was all she actually said.  She followed the power line with her light.  Unsurprisingly, it mostly followed the trail they’d taken up here.  Slowly, feet crunching on the glowering snow, they walked down the hill a bit.  When they finally stepped out of the light of the Ghost Away Lantern, Em began hugging herself.

“Sweet everything it is cold out here.”

“Welcome to the North Pole.  Oh shit.”

“Oh, shit what?”

He ran his flashlight along the ground.  This was no blown transformer or node.  All three power lines had been severed, six sizzling black tentacles digging holes into the snow.  Connor stepped forward, possibly to pick up one of the wires.  She grabbed him.

“Are you insane?  Don’t touch that.”

“What did this?  A lightning strike or something?  Or a bird?”

“No, Connor,” she said gently, “no natural phenomenon did this.  That’s why there’s three lines, in case one happens to snap, or even two.  This is human behavior.”

“Or spectral,” he added, without thinking.

“Yeah,” she replied.  “Let’s, um...let’s get out of here.”































































































































































OEBPS/nav.xhtml


    

  

    		

      The Perfectly Fine Neighborhood

    



    		

      THE PERFECTLY FINE NEIGHBORHOOD

    



    		

      FOREWORD

    



    		

      THE FIRST GHOST

    



    		

      JURISDICTION

    



    		

      THE BLUE MAUSOLEUM

    



    		

      AULD LANG SYNE

    



    		

      A MOST UNPLEASANT TASK

    



    		

      CLICK

    



    		

      THE PERFECTLY FINE FAMILY

    



    		

      FIDUCIARY DUTY

    



    		

      ADDICT TO SLAUGHTER

    



    		

      INCORPOREAL TAX

    



    		

      WHERE THE HEART IS

    



    		

      LAY, LIE, LIE

    



    		

      PLAYTHINGS

    



    		

      THE PERFECTLY FINE STORM

    



    		

      THE LAST WORD

    



  







  

    		Cover



    		Table of Contents



    		dc91228e-8c26-4fcb-819a-12b899602dfa



  







OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THe PERFECTLY' ' 4

- ILUDI.

JEFF STRAND
BEV VINCENT






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image004.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





