The Face of Fear


“Well, that’s the house!” The short woman with the smiling face and shoulder length brown hair let her arms drop against her thighs. They made a slapping sound against her faded jeans. The quartet of young adults glanced at one another, expecting one of their members to speak. Jenny, a brunette, with a face that was not quite pretty, but pleasant, spoke in an echoed wonder.


“It’s awfully roomy for the rent.”


Indeed it was. Five bedrooms (one more than they needed) two bathrooms, a basement, a kitchen and dining room, a spacious attic (they had to take the landlady’s word for it. “Wouldn’t want to take you up there now. It’s awfully dusty, and I wouldn’t want to scare away potential tenants.” Then she coughed) and two dens, one large, one small; all of this spread out over three floors, not including the attic and basement. More room than four students could ever want, for a rent comparable with a two-room bachelor’s apartment! It was a wonder that the house was not a sought-after dwelling in the university town of Antigonish.


Grant, a stocky, bespectacled engineering student, asked, “How is it heated?”


“Oil furnace” the landlady replied. “Hot water radiator. The boiler’s in the basement. It was inspected last year, but it’s been a while since it’s seen regular use…” Her voice trailed off, and a strange shade seemed to pass over her face. In a split second, however, the ready smile was restored. “Well. It might be a bit noisy at first, but it’ll soon get used to it again.”


John, strong and athletic, there by the grace of a hockey scholarship, spoke up loudly. “Well, I’m not gonna pass up on an opportunity like this! I say we take it!”


Jenny looked around at the large den they were standing in on the first floor, and nodded. “Yeah. Looks perfect to me.”


Grant, already visualizing ways to optimize the hot water boiler’s performance, looked back, almost startled. “Hmm?” he raised his eyebrows. “Oh, yes.” he said, distractedly, and went back to his pondering.


Christine, the fourth of the group, something of a mousy girl who always had her arms crossed over her flat chest, shrugged. “Sure. What ever you guys wanna do. I don’t care.”


Jenny smiled, a smile that was more likely to melt a heart than to break it. “Alright then, it’s settled. I guess we’ll take it.”


The landlady leaned forward on her tiptoes. A mad euphoria played behind her eyes, but her face almost instantly converted to that same generic smile. “Great. You can move in as soon as you like.”


Jenny, now spokeswoman for the group, asked, “when is rent due?”


“Second Friday of each month. But it’s no big deal if you’re a couple of days late.”


“Thanks a lot.” She extended a plump hand.


The landlady took it and shook it. “You’re welcome. And don’t worry. You’re going to enjoy staying here. I promise.”


Her mouth still smiled, but Jenny noticed the corner of her eye twitch a little with guilt and fear.


Their university classes were going well; all were in their second year, and had found their rhythm. Well, with perhaps the exception of Christine. She was in a science program, getting mediocre grades, and had no social life. Jenny, a girl she had known from high school, was her only friend. Jenny tried to get Christine to come out of her shell, but nothing seemed to work; she would go to parties and stand in a corner scowling. She deliberately ignored people who gave her friendly greetings in the halls. Then she would complain about not having friends.


Aside from Christine, everything was fine. John was popular, and went to all the parties, never wanting for a date with all sorts of eligible girls. Jenny and Grant, already fast friends from last year, were beginning to take their relationship to a new level. This they kept as low-key as possible, and they would date others casually in the evenings, however, they would curl up in bed, at first talking warmly, which then led to other things…


So life, if not perfect, was satisfactory. Something soon happened to change all that, however.


It was after a date with a girl from his English class, Sandra, that John first realized that something wasn’t right about the house. John had asked Sandra if she wanted to come back to his place, and, with a coquettish smile, she agreed. As his old Tempo pulled up to the house, Sandra recoiled a bit in her seat.


“No, no way. You can’t live there.”


John was puzzled. “Why? What’s wrong?”


Sandra looked amazed. “You mean you don’t know? Nobody told you?”


John was now thoroughly flustered. “Told me what!” he yelled.


Sandra shook her head. “I don’t know, I mean… I don’t remember all the details, but... well, people say that house is haunted.”


John laughed at her. “You mean you’re gonna blow me off because you think the house is haunted! Come on, there’s nothing to worry about.” He put his arm around her.


She looked at him pleadingly. “No, John. I won’t. I was in there before, on a dare, and it just…felt so…wrong in there. Like something was always standing over your shoulder.”


John had certainly noticed that you did fell strange when you were all alone in there, but then, you were bound to feel a little weird in a big house when you were by yourself. Especially with the oil furnace switching on and off all the time.


“Aw, it’s nothing. It’s just that it’s a big house, with big rooms, and it echoes a lot. Now come inside.”


“No. Take me back to Gilmora.”


With a disappointed sigh, John took his arm from around her shoulder, and turned back to face the steering wheel. Gilmora was an all girls’ residence, where no guys were allowed to enter, especially not after dark. He would have to wait for another opportunity to make his move. But wherever he made it, it certainly wouldn’t be at the house.


They said nothing to each other for the entire car ride. On the way to the house, John had had his arm around Sandra, and she had been snuggling in happily against his big shoulder. Now, she stared out the window with a blank expression on her face, while John drove on, looking bored, both hands on the wheel at exactly ten an two.


When the car pulled up to the residence, John said, “Well, we’re here.” Neither one made an effort to kiss the other good night. But as Sandra got out, she took John by the hand, and said, “John, please be careful. I don’t like that house.”


“Yeah, yeah.” He pulled his hand away. “You have a good night, okay?” He leaned over and pulled the door shut, leaving Sandra to walk back to the residence door alone.


As he drove back, John felt a slight aching in his groin. Oh well, he thought, no way to get that eased now.


What the hell is wrong with her?


What the hell is wrong with the house?
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John opened the door to the house to find it basking in an eerie, unearthly glow:


Jenny and Grant ere curled up under a blanket on the couch m watching TV.


Grant turned back when he heard the door open. “Hey John.” He looked around. “I figured you were gonna ask Sandra to come inside.”


John plopped into a chair with a sigh. “Yeah. I did.”


Jenny looked surprised. “And she didn’t? I heard she was supposed to be a slut!”


“I know! That’s why I went out with her!” He shifted his position in the chair. “When I tried to get her to come in, she got all weird. She said the house was haunted, pr something.”


Jenny and Grant glanced at each other.


“You don’t think…” Grant started.


John looked back and forth at them. “What?”


“Well, we tried to order a pizza,” said Jenny,  “and when we told guy our address, he just said ‘Uh… sorry. We don’t deliver out that way.’ And hung up. We tried a couple of other places and they all said the same thing. So we just heated up some canned stuff. Christine was pissed.”


“It’s probably just some stupid local superstition.” said Grant.


“Superstition or not, people are saying bad things about our house! We’ve go to do something.” Jenny got up and paced around a bit. “I know! We can have a party!” Her face brightened. “John, you know lots of people, and we’ve got a huge house…”


Grant shook his head. “The pizza guy won’t even come here and walk as far as the door. How do you expect people to come inside for a party?”


Jenny looked desperate. “Then what are we supposed to do, then?”


“Easy. We ask around, find out all we can about this ghost, or whatever it is, and then we find some way of proving to everyone that there’s nothing to worry about.” Grant laid back in the couch with an air of confidence.


“And how do we do that?”


Grant shrugged. “Videotape? Doesn’t matter. Let’s just find out about that ghost first.”
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The three asked around. Jenny had talked to Christine, but she wanted no part of “this stupid stunt. What do I give a fuck whether it’s haunted? It’s cheap, isn’t it?” So only Grant, John and Jenny partook in the ghost hunt. What they did learn from the students was a lot of half-remembered tales, mangled rumours, and incredibly stupid stories (like the one about the dog that ate people, or the killer microwave.) Everyone they asked had just one thing to say in common: that there was something wrong with that house.


A prominent figure in several rumours was Old Joe. His role was constantly changed, ranging from a chainsaw murderer, to an innocent bystander, to the Angel of Death, to a berserk wizard, to some poor guy who got possessed through a Ouija board, to the one who built the killer microwave. It seemed Old Joe was as much a legend as the ghost itself.


It wasn’t until the end of the day when they finally caught a lead. One of their interviewees mentioned, “You know the drug dealer on Hawthorne Street? They say he’s the real Old Joe. Ask him. If anyone knows, it’d be him.”


By this time, the sun was setting, and all had early classes the next morning. The meeting with the famous Old Joe would have to wait.


When they got back, John and Grant both made a beeline for the comfy chair; John got it first, and Grant sat down in the couch. The upside was that the remote was on the armrest of the couch, and Grant now had full control. Jenny left the two to argue over what to watch.


“I’m gonna go talk to Christine.”


John and Grant ignored her.


Christine was in her room. For a girl who seemed not to enjoy any aspect of life, it was well decorated; posters hung everywhere, complementing little ceramic statues of puppies and kittens and magic unicorns and such, and acting as the perfect backdrop for the plethora of plush toys and stuffed animals on the bed. Or, that usually were on the bed; the menagerie had been relocated to the floor, to clear out a study space. She had a desk, but worked better on the bed anyway.


“How’s your witch hunt going?” she asked, without looking up from her chemistry book.


Jenny plopped down on the bed beside her. “It’s a ghost hunt. And it’s terrible.” With a groan, she collapsed onto her back and covered her face with a pillow. After a few seconds, she slid it down and squeezed it in her arms. “I’m starting to believe you when you say it’s all a load of crap. It’s all just stories, none of it makes sense.”


“I told you you were wasting your time.” said Christine. “Now, ask me some questions.” She handed Jenny the book, and closed her eyes, prepared to concentrate.


Jenny quizzed her on a few word definitions when John bounded into the room.


“We’re gonna heat up some pizza pockets. You want any?”


Jenny shook her head. “No. Not right now.”


“How ‘bout you, Christine?”


“No, thanks.” Christine replied, with a tiny smile. Jenny noticed that her voice seemed softer than usual.


“Okay. Good enough then.”


He turned and walked out of the room. Christine watched him go.


Jenny got up and closed the door. She then sat down next to Christine. “Tell me you don’t have a crush on John!” she whispered harshly.


“I can’ help it. He’s just so handsome…” she replied in a low voice. “And he’s the only one who actually talks to me. He’s so nice…”


True enough, Jenny thought. What poor Christine doesn’t know is that John talks to everyone friendly. He would flirt with Medusa. How can I tell her without hurting her feelings?


“Christine, you might want to think this over. I… I don’t think he’s your type.”


“How do you know? How do you know he’s not my type? He talks to me all the time. Sure, maybe just as a friend, now, but in time, who knows?”


Poor Christine, thought Jenny. She’s setting herself up to be hurt. John is handsome; he knows he is. That’s why he always tries for the most attractive girls on campus: because he knows he can get them. He would never settle for an introverted, unattractive, unfriendly girl like Christine. How can I make her see that? Without making her hate me?


“Christine, I…” She hesitated. “I just think you shouldn’t get your hopes up about this. I mean, John’s a popular guy. There’s tons of girls lined up to go out with him…”


Christine shot Jenny a poisonous look. “And they’re all prettier than me, is that it?”


Jenny winced. “Look, I’m not saying that you don’t have a chance, but…”


“Not, that’s exactly what you’re saying!” Christine began to shout. “I’m ugly, so I don’t have a chance, that’s what it’s all about, isn’t it? Huh? Isn’t that the fucking problem?”


Jenny bit her lip. “Listen Christine…”


“Get away from me you whore! I don’t wanna talk to you!”


Enough was enough, Jenny decided. “Fine. You want to know the truth? Fine! The truth is you won’t ever get anyone!” Jenny saw the hurt in Christine’s face, but she was angry now, and she had to finish what she had started. “And do you know why?” She mimicked Christine’s angry mumble. “‘Get away from me, you whore! I don’t wanna talk to you!’ That’s why! You’re a bitch! You’re just a mean, angry bitch, and you hate everyone! Maybe if you could just smile for once, people would find you attractive, but you go around, all mean and bitchy to everyone, and nobody likes you. Nobody!” Christine’s lower lip trembled, and tears welled in her hard green eyes, softening them somewhat. “And then you complain about it, like it’s everyone else’s fault! Well, you know what? It’s your fault! The reason why you have no friends? It’s because you’re a bitch, that’s why! And even if you were as beautiful as some of those girls John goes out with, he still wouldn’t want to go out with you because you’re so mean to everyone. Why can’t you be nice to anyone, once in a while? You were even like this back in high school! Why can’t you be nice to anybody?”


“Because nobody was ever nice to me!!!” Christine screamed, her face red and wet with tears. “All my life, no one was ever on my side! Because I was ugly! Even when I was a kid, no one ever played with me, or made friends with me! And I never learned how! Why would they want to make friends with the ugly girl anyway? They all just made friends with each other, and then picked on me, all because I was ugly! You were my friend for the last three years of high school. Did you know that I could sing?” Jenny hadn’t known that. She had never even heard Christine so much as whistle. Jenny herself was in a choral group, but Christine had never made any motions of joining. “Well, I can. And better than anyone in the school. One time, in grade six, there was a talent contest. Three beautiful, popular girls all sang some stupid Hanson song, while I sang Jann Arden’s Insensitive. They were totally off key, and they all had horrible voices, but you know what? They won! Even the teachers said they all sang beautifully. That was a lie! I could tell they were all off-key! I have perfect pitch! But they won, and all the boys liked them, and no one said a word to me. I haven’t sang for anyone after that.


“So now do you see? I tried my best, even with the shitty hand God dealt me, and it still didn’t work! Ugly people always lose, no matter what!”


She wiped the tears from her eyes. “Except with John. One night, it slipped out that I sang. You and Grant were at the library. So I sang Insensitive, the first time in years that I sang in front of anyone. When I was done, he…” Her lip trembled, and a tear fell from her left eye. “He told me that I had a beautiful voice, and that he could listen to me all day. One person saw past my ugly face, and saw the real me. The me I could have been, if only things were different…”


Jenny too was crying by this time. Christine had never told her about this before. Granted, she still had her misgivings about John. For all his friendly and kind exterior, he really was quite shallow; he would only go for the pretty girls, no matter how they acted. It was mean, and yes, it wasn’t fair, but John was simply out of her league.


“Oh, Christine…” Jenny gave Christine a big hug. Instead of recoiling, Christine hugged back. The venting of all the feelings brought a release, and Christine felt a bit more hospitable. For a while the just sat and embraced each other, and they both stopped crying.


John, intrigued by the yelling, opened up the door. “What’s goin’ on?” He saw the two girls hugging each other. “Ooh, party time!”


Christine, ashamed, began to cry anew. Trying to hide her tears only made her cry harder.


Jenny turned angrily on John. “Get out of here!” she snapped.


“What! What’s wrong?” He saw the tears on Christine’s face. Christine was sobbing and sniffling, trying desperately to cover it up.


“Nothing, just go away!”


“Grant had appeared next to John. “What’s goin’ on here, guys?”


Jenny was exasperated. “Just get out of here, both of you! Right now!” Christine was too upset to be exasperated, indeed, to be anything but upset.


“Okay! Okay!” Jenny leapt up and shut the door in their confused faces.
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The next afternoon, after classes, they decided to go see Old Joe. Jenny had convinced Christine to come with them; it was Grant who stayed at the house, playing with his video camera. “Let’s see if it’s ghost-proof!” he had said jokingly.


They came to the house where old Joe supposedly lived around sunset. The red sky flooded the house with an almost sanguineous light. It wasn’t particularly old, but run down; two stories with faded white paint, dyed red by the sunset. The porch was rotting, and gone were the days when a happy couple would curl up to watch a similar sunset in the bug-eaten porch swing.


They walked up to the creaking porch, and John knocked on the screen door. Jenny was afraid, by it’s dull crunching sound, that it might fall off.


There was no answer from within.


John knocked again, more forcefully this time. Still there was no reply.


Jenny looked into a clouded window and yelled through a tiny crack in the glass. “Hello? Is anyone there?”


A face appeared at the window, obscured by the glare from the sun. “What do you want?”


“We want to talk to you.”


“Listen; I don’t talk to anyone. Good day.” He pulled his face away from the window.


“No! Wait! It’s about the haunted house!”


Slowly, the face reappeared. “What did you say?” the voice asked, in a low throaty tone.


Jenny retreated a bit from the window. “The haunted house. We heard that you knew something about it.”


The face disappeared again. Christine let out a frustrated sigh. “Now what’s he doing?”


From behind the door, they heard the sound of rattling locks. Then the door swung open, a great black maw leading into the darkness. No voice spoke as the three went into the shadow.
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The interior was as dilapidated as the exterior. The walls were probably white at one time, but now were grey with dust and wear. A rotting piano dominated the room, the way a coffin dominated a funeral home. They were sitting on rickety mismatched chairs. When Old Joe leaned forward, his creaked angrily.


Despite his name, Old Joe was no more than 30. He had lived in Antigonish since he was a student, and got by selling drugs and doing odd jobs. His face was handsome, in a dark and roguish way, but also in a way that suggested a kinder past, much kinder than the present he now was condemned to. 

“Not many people know the true story. I’m the only one around here who knows the truth…”


“Listen, we just want to make people realize that nothing is wrong with the house.” said Jenny.

“You can’t do that.” said Old Joe, with a sardonic smile.

“Why not?”


“Because there really is something wrong with the house.”


Jenny looked a bit awestruck. “Well then, what!?”


“Shh, be patient, and just listen.” Old Joe’s voice took on the tone of someone telling a story about a birthday, or a family reunion, anything but a ghost story.


“A few years back, there was a student at St. F. X. MacInnis. Alistair MacInnis. Yeah! That was his name…. Poor old Alistair. He was a coward. He was just scared of… well, anything. You name it. Spiders, water, cats, bats, dogs, the dark, anything. At first it wasn’t too bad, he just rode it out and did his studies as best as he could. Then he stopped going to class. He said he was too afraid to face the roomfuls of people, that he was afraid of being trampled by everybody, that sort of thing.


“Well, he lived in that very house, with a bunch if fellow students, just like you. The only place he felt safe was the attic. No one knew why; it was dark, it was dusty, it used to have bats, I don’t know about now, but it did back then. But he used to hide up there, all by himself, looking in the mirror. The only stick of furniture in the room. As far as I know, it’s still there…


“Anyway, one day the fear got too much for him. Even the attic started to scare him. But he still went up there, just to sit in front of his mirror. Then one day, he brought a shotgun up to the attic with him…


Old Joe’s tone and face darkened. “His roommates all heard the shot, went up to see what happened. When they got up there, Alistair was layin’ in front of the mirror, screaming. He had tried to blow his head off, but I guess he was too shaky; he was afraid of guns too. Anyway, he missed, and managed to blow half his face off in the process. He was still alive, staring horrified at his burnt, bleeding, raw face. Christ, it looked like raw hamburger…”

Something didn’t seem right to Christine. “Wait a minute. How do you know all this?”


Old Joe grimaced. “I was one of those roommates.”


Jenny, Christine and John all went pale as he pronounced those words. Than it was true!


“He didn’t last long after that. A couple eof minutes, maybe. But the scream… It wasn’t a scream of pain, or of death. It was of fear. He was even afraid in his final moment, terrified by his own face, a horrified by the one thing he wasn’t afraid of: himself.”


“What happened then?”

“Well, most of us went on with our lives, except for me; I never left Antigonish, and… Oh God, Leann!!” He was struck with tears, and he bit down on his fist in sorrow. After a few seconds, he continued. “Leann owned the mirror at first, and one day, me and her went to go move it. She went up alone to wipe it off a little, because, Alistair’s blood…” He shuddered.” After a few minutes, I hadn’t heard anything, so I went up to check on her. My God, she was just standing frozen in front of the mirror. I’d never seen anyone’s hair stand on end, but hers did. As soon as I touched her, she started to scream. Oh, Jesus fuck, it was the same god damn scream as Alistair’s, only in Leann’s voice! She didn’t stop screaming either. She just screamed, and screamed, stopping only to take a breath. She lived her life in an asylum, not eating or sleeping, stood up in a corner, paralyzed, just screaming. It was as if all the terror Alistair ever felt during his life was rolled into one, and cast on her for the rest of her life.”


No one made a sound. The only thing anyone heard was the sound of swiftly beating hearts.


“Since then, everyone made up there own stories. But that’s what really happened. And up in that attic, is Alistair’s ghost, in front of the mirror, condemned to stare at his face for the rest of time. Whoever sees it feels nothing but terror until they die.”


Old Joe leaned farther in on the creaky chair. “Get out of the house. I don’t care how cheap that bitch of a landlady rented it for; leave the house, tonight if you can, and never look back.”
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It was a subdued group that entered into the house. On the way there, they had all agreed to leave the house and try to find another place, and if Grant didn’t like it, then tough luck, he could stay there alone and pay rent.


Jenny was first in line at the entrance. She reached gingerly for the doorknob, wary of the evil it promised. She pushed open the door, it’s creak echoing in the living room, which seemed cavernous, where before it was just big. No lights were on in the house, and dusk had reduced everything to a silhouette.


“Graaaaant!” Jenny shouted into the darkness.


“Grant!” John barked tersely.


“Grant, where are you!” Jenny called again. No answer.


“Where is he?” said John.


Jenny went pale. “Do you suppose he’s in the attic?”


Christine looked up and crossed herself. “No way. I’m not going up there. I don’t care. I can’t go up there.”


John and Jenny gripped her by the elbows and pulled her forward. “We’ll all go together. Don’t worry. He’s probably up there waiting to scare us or something.” John said, with easy confidence.


Her mind racing wildly, Jenny remembered the scene from the Wizard of Oz, where Dorothy, the Tin Man and the Scarecrow were all walking through the forest, arm in arm, terrified of the wild animals.


Lions and tigers and bears, Oh my…


Lions and tigers and bears, Oh my…


Lions and tigers and bears, Oh my…


Lions and tigers and bears, Oh my…


Stop it! She shouted mentally. Get a grip! We’ll just go up there, tell Grant to grow up and come down, and then we’ll be off.


They found the trap door to the attic open and the ladder slid down.


“Maybe we should get a flashlight.” said Christine.


John raced to the kitchen where they kept a spare flashlight. He returned and switched it on. The beam was weak, but it provided some illumination. John led the way into the sickly blackness of the attic.


The attic was bare, and there were signs of bat infestation gone unchecked. John shone the beam toward the far side of the huge attic, and saw Grant, standing straight as a board, transfixed in front of a full-length oval mirror with a gold frame.


Jenny screamed and Christine crossed herself again. John broke out instantly in a cold sweat.


“Grant! Grant say something!” Jenny began to sob as she spoke. “Oh my God, Grant!”


She ran to him, and saw the surface of the mirror encrusted with old blood, and the video camera lying on the floor, still recording.


“Grant!” She screamed at the top of her lungs.


As she went to throw her arms around Grant, he began to scream, a high pitched yelping scream, his frozen hands clawlike, his back straight, and his wide eyes ever staring at the blood stained mirror.

.
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All three were huddled in the living room, in the dark. John had grabbed the video camera and ran with the others when Grant started to scream. He now held it in his arms, looking shell-shocked.


Grant was still screaming upstairs, punctuated only by mad gasps for breath every now and then.


John spoke up against the scream, muffled by the three floors. “I think we should watch the movie.”


“What’ll that prove!” Jenny screamed.


“We’ll be able to find out what happened up there.”


“I don’t care!” Jenny had just lost the man she loved, lost him to a ghost, something that wasn’t even supposed to exist, but had them all terrified.


Christine had gotten a rosary from her room and was rubbing the crucifix suspended from the bottom over and over again.


“Well, I want to see what happened. I just have to know!” John popped the tape into the VCR and rewound it. The screeching of the spools formed an eerie harmony with Grant’s endless scream. When the video wound to its end, the click made the three start a bit. Christine fumbled the rosary in her hands, and then picked it up again, a bit sheepishly. The emotions mixed greasily inside her: five parts terror, two parts embarrassment.


John hit the Play button, and the video played on the screen. A shaky camera shot of various rooms in the house, while Grant’s easy voice joked sarcastically about ghosts. It seemed odd that the happy man in the video was now a mindless, screaming wreck.


Tears were streaming down Jenny’s face. “Guys, I can’t watch this.” Her voice sounded strangled. She retired to her room and locked the door.

In the living room, Christine and John were huddled together on the couch, but there was nothing amorous about it; they were both seeking protection in each other. On the screen, Grant was walking up the stairs and into the hall where the trapdoor was leading into the attic.


“Here’re the third floor stairs.” The screen swung down to show Grant’s socked feet plodding upward against wooden creaking. “Ooh, scary noise.” The view swung to reveal the third floor hall. The setting sun shone through a window at the end of the hall. It filled the third floor with a deep, ruddy light. Christine realized that Grant was probably taping this while they were all at Old Joe’s.


“Okay, we got a bathroom to the left,” the camera swung over to reveal an open door, the room’s interior obscured by the lack of windows in it. “And to the right id John’s room, and a spare bedroom, or the ‘Nookie room’ as we like to call it. It has yet to be used, but I’m pretty sure John’s workin’ on that…” The screen shook as the camera bobbed up and down with Grant’s ready laughter. Played against the backdrop of his scream, the two sounded strangely similar.


“Up here is the attic.” Christine and John squeezed each other tightly at those words. The screen shifted upwards, and Grant’s meaty hand grasped the ring handle. The hand gave the ring a twist, and the door swung down, the ladder sliding towards the camera. The screen then bounced a bit, and Grant was heard saying, “Oh, fuck” as he swung out of the way.


“Well, would you look at that. Must have been the ghost, hard at work.” The camera tilted upward into the attic. It too was basking in a blood red light, spilling in through an arch-shaped window.


The view turned about and showed the full attic, empty except for the mirror.


“Well, no ghosts here; just an old mirror.” John and Christine felt their stomachs tighten as Grant advanced toward the mirror.

“Let’s take a look at this… it looks like something spilled on it or something. Hold on…” The screen now showed Grant looking through the camera at himself in the mirror, the other hand waving. “Hi mom.” A sudden whistling noise was heard on the tape. “It’s pretty drafty up here… kinda creepy…” He turned the camera and took a close up of his face. “I’m so scared right now…” He began, then chuckled sarcastically. “Now let’s take a look at that stuff on the mirror…” The camera turned and focused on the mirror again. “Now what is that? It kinda looks like… Oh, Jesus, it’s blood! Oh, man, that’s fuckin s-”


The screen jerked suddenly, and the image of the attic cascaded. Just before it went, Christine thought she could see a glimmer in the mirror, about the size of a man, but she wasn’t sure whether it was an actual thing, or a part of her fevered imagination. In the attic, Grant’s scream continued unabated.


John and Christine looked at each other wordlessly. John then stood up, walked ever to the VCR and hit the stop button. His finger stayed for a few seconds after the mechanical sound of the reels had stopped. They looked at each other, their faces grimaces of fear.


Then they ran to their rooms without looking back.

.





.




.


Jenny was numb in her room, with the door locked. She tried to think, but all she could concentrate on was Grant’s scream, his unending, horrible scream.


Oh God, why has my life become like this? she thought. Everything used to be so comfortable, everything was fine. Why has that all changed?


Indeed, she had always had, if not a spectacular life, a comfortable life. She was neither rich nor poor, her parents loved her and each other, and she had had some happy memories to grow old on. Now it was all different. This think, this unnamed thing had ruined her comfortable life. Never could she feel secure again, knowing that such evil existed, and had claimed her beloved Grant.


Well, she would not let it claim her. She decided to wait until the sunrise, when it was brighter; perhaps then she would have the courage to leave. Until then, she feared to traverse the darkened halls, in case the ghost was waiting…


Just until sunrise. Then I can leave.

.





.




.


John was in the corner of his room, doing something he had not done since he was a little boy…


He was crying.


His father was a loving and proud man, whenever John succeeded. He was, however, harsh on John’s weakness. When John was six, some bigger boys had picked him on at school. (John hadn’t yet hit his growth spurt.) John went to his room and cried, until his father came in and started yelling at him.


“You want to be a weakling all your life?” he had said. “There are two kinds of people in this world Johnny: Weaklings and winners. The winners go places in life. You know how they do that? By keeping the weaklings down, that’s how. Now stop crying, go be a winner.”


The words seemed like an epiphany to young John; he set out to become a winner. Of course, he couldn’t fight the bigger boys, as he was physically incapable of beating them, so he raised himself in their eyes by belittling even smaller boys, making himself worthy in the eyes of his tormentors. Soon he was no longer being bullied, and soon after, he found that he no longer had to bully to be liked; he could win people over by his powerful charisma.


That charisma came from his confidence. His surety that he was not a weakling, the useless cowards and scapegoats of the world, but a winner, and a master of his destiny.


Now the control had been wrested from his hands. Wrested by something intangible, something that he couldn’t fight, or charm, or dominate. His power was useless. He was a weakling.


It was ironic: he never had to make himself confident; it was there automatically. Now, at a time when he needed confidence the most, he could not find it. It was like someone trying to drive a standard automobile after having driven an automatic all his life. John didn’t know where to start…


He cried until his eyes were dry. When no more tears would come, he just sobbed, his sibs mixing in with Grant’s constant scream.

.





.




.


“Hail Mary, full of Grace, the Lord is with thee…”


Christine’s room had gone from pretty to almost eerie. She had torn all the cute fuzzy posters from the wall, and had hung up a large crucifix. She had knocked down the ceramic knickknacks and lit candles all around, and was kneeling before the crucifix, praying almost violently with the rosary in her trembling hands.


“Blessed art thou among women…”


She felt so guilty about not having the crucifix on her wall. Instead, the crucifix had languished in her closet, and she had hung up the pretty pictures. A form of idolatry, perhaps: the worship of beauty…


“And blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus…”


She had been brought up in the love of Jesus, a genuine Catholic child. Her parents scarcely had to urge her to be confirmed, and she always used to read from the Bible for inspiration. So when was it that she had lost her faith, so much as to replace Jesus with a basketful of puppies poster?


“Holy Mary…”


It was shortly after her confirmation that religion became meaningless to her. She knew she was ugly, inside and outside, and God hadn’t saved her from that. Not God, not Jesus, not Mary, not Joseph, not Peter, Paul, or any of the saints had taken pity on her. At times she felt like crying out, as Jesus did, ‘My God! My God! Why have you forsaken me!’


“Mother of God…


Now however she knew she needed something. Her world was crashing down around her, and she needed help. She decided to give Jesus another chance, perhaps this time she would find salvation…


“Pray for us sinners…”


Whenever she got sick with a fever as a little girl, she would dream that she was upside down. She used to wake up whimpering, screaming, (sounding much like Grant did now, all around her) gripping the sides of the bed tightly. When this happened, her mother would come into the room and say the rosary with her. It always used to give her some comfort.


“Now, and at the hour of our death…”


That was how she felt now. Her world was upside down, and she hoped to find the old comfort in the very religion she felt had betrayed her. Yet the doubt lingered: I’m still ugly; will I be safe from the ghost, or will I be betrayed in that too?


“Amen.”


She passed her thumb over the next bead in the decade, and began anew.


“Hail Mary, full of Grace…”

.





.




.


In the attic, Grant screamed on, without end.

.





.




.


Jenny was now rocking back and forth. She had smashed the mirror in her room (The ghost came to Grant through a mirror. It could get me through mine) and the pieces formed a silvery mosaic on the floor. After a while, she found she was to afraid to even look at the shards, so she transfixed her gaze one the door in front of her.


Why has this happened? Is this my punishment for having such a good life?


The wind blew in the night, whistling and groaning in the large drafty house. Every time it would gust, Jenny would tremble. Still, Grant’s scream permeated throughout the house.


Soon, even the door threatened her. What if the ghost came at her trough the door? Oh, my God, I’d be a paralyzed, screaming wreck, just like Grant!


The thought, of never knowing anything but fear, terrified her. She was too scared to even move. She just closed her eyes and tried to remember a time when the world was hers…

.





.




.


John had not strayed from the corner since he entered his room. In his mind, he wondered what would have happened if he had let those boys pick on him? Would he have cried more often? Perhaps then, he’d know how to handle his feelings now.

I guess there are some advantages to being a weakling…

His father was never a weakling. He had always been strong, able to dominate anyone or anything, He certainly would not be a crying mess, in the corner feeling sorry for himself. No sir, his father was stronger than that…


John tried to find solace in that, but his father was at home, where he could not talk any courage into John, the way he had on that day, when John was only six years old…


That was always the source of John’s confidence. He went on because of his father’s courage. He liked nothing more than to see his father smile when John scored a goal, or won a fight, or picked up a girl. None of John’s confidence was really John’s. It was all his father’s, born of want for his father’s approval. And no matter what, his father was a rock, a demi-god, unconquerable by anything.


The weeping made John light-headed, and he dozed off. In his dream, he saw himself, head down, crying in a corner of his room, not in the house, but at his childhood home. The room was decorated and arranged just like it was when he was six years old. But when he advanced to comfort himself, the head looked up.


It was his father’s face. His father was a weakling too.


After that, he awoke, and was too afraid to even sleep, so he kept his burning eyes wide open, sitting in the corner all alone.

.





.




.


“hailmaryfullofgracethelordiswiththeeblessedartthouamongwomenandblessedi-sthefruitofthywombjesusholymarymotherofgodprayforussinnersnowandatthehourofour-deathamen. hailmaryfullofgracethelordiswiththee…”


The prayer had lost all meaning for Christine. Now it was just words.


Her eyes were frozen directly in front of her, at the image of Jesus suffering on the cross. This image seemed to hold at least some comfort, in a world where everything was upside down, and everything once familiar fell away from her. Jesus truly was the Alpha and the Omega; she had been born into Him, and now He was her last resort. Though her faith had been battered, Jesus still held a place in her heart.


But only Jesus could now save her.


She didn’t dare look at anything else. Even the rosary had begun to feel slimy in her hands, like a mass of worms. She had flung it away in disgust, now saying the prayers and counting them in her head.


“ibelieveingodthefatheralmightycreatorofheavenandearth…”


Jesus watched her with his tortured eyes, the grimace of pain forever frozen on his gilded face.

Her eyes began to tire and droop. Despite the ongoing noise of Grant’s scream, she found herself slowly nodding off.


“I believe… in Jesus… Christ……. His only son… our………”


Her head fell downward She picked it up with a start. When she looked back at the crucifix, something wasn’t right…


Hadn’t Jesus’ head been tilted to the left instead of the right?


As she puzzled over this, all of a sudden, the golden head of Jesus moved, stared straight at her, eyes impossibly wide, and it’s mouth opened in an endless scream.


Christine shrieked with horror, and grabbed the heavy wooden crucifix from the wall, and flung it down, seeing it break in several pieces, the statue of Jesus flying across the room, landing on it’s back.


The ghost was here. Jesus hadn’t protected her.


She turned her eyes toward the sky, and said the words she had been thinking her whole life:


“My god! My god! Why have you forsaken me?”

.





.




.

In the attic, Grant screamed on without end.

.





.




.


“Hello and welcome to ATV evening new. I’m Steve Murphy. Tonight’s top story: Four St. F. X. Students were found dead in their rented house today. ATV’s Dan MacIntosh reporting.”


“Steve, police are still puzzled over this tragedy. One male student was found in the attic, while the other three were found in their rooms, with the doors locked. Police believe that the four students starved to death after not leaving their rooms for days. It was one of their friends who discovered the bodies when he went to check on them after noticing their mysterious absence from class.”


“Can you tell us, will there be a criminal investigation?”


“Steve, the police aren’t releasing any further details, but they haven’t ruled out foul play; a home video tape was found in the VCR, police hope it will shed some light on the case.”


“Now, there are some local rumours about the house in question?”


“Yes Steve, that’s right; some of the people I spoke with earlier today said that there was a rumour spreading throughout the student population that the house was haunted. Most likely, this can be attributed to coincidence, or, may have even been part of a greater criminal plot. Details are still sketchy at this point. Steve?”


“Thanks a lot, Dan. That was Dan MacIntosh, live from Antigonish.”

.





.




.


“Well, that’s the house!” The short woman with the smiling face and shoulder length brown hair let her arms drop against her thighs. They made a slapping sound against her faded jeans.


“This is a nice looking house.” said Mary, a happy looking blonde with an ebullient attitude. She was obviously the leader of the group of four St. F. X. students.


“Are you sure you want to rent it this cheap?” said Tyler, a nervy-looking English student with a goatee.


The woman looked a bit uncomfortable, but she was soon smiling steadily again. “It’s just that business has been slow lately.”


“Don’t ask questions, man, just take it!” said Peter, and attractive young man with long brown hair. He was studying music.


“I don’t know.” said Mary. “What do you think, Shauna?”


Shauna, a petite brunette who hoped to become a nurse, gave a timid and cute little smile. “Sure. Looks great to me.”


Tyler spoke up. “Guys, I don’t think this is a good idea.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I heard that this house was haunted. With, like, five ghosts, or something.”


“You’re crazy. You’ll never find a house this cheap, man. Ever.” said Peter.


“Fine.” Tyler grumbled.


“Alright, we’ll take it.” said Mary, with a bright look in her beautiful blue eyes.


“Alright then!” The landlady got an almost crazed look in her eye, but it soon calmed into her old smile. “Rent’s due every second Friday of the month. You can move in whenever you like.”


“Thank you.” Mary extended a pale, well-manicured hand.


The landlady took it and shook it. “You’re quite welcome. And don’t worry. You’re going to enjoy staying here.” 

“I promise.”

Her mouth still smiled, but Mary noticed the corner of her eye twitch a little with guilt and fear.
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Dedicated to Julia H, who first told me about the existence of a haunted house in Antigonish, and, subsequently, planted the seed. Also dedicated to Julia C, who hardly deserves it, considering all the DAMN WRITER’S BLOCK!!!!!! she plagued me with. Last but not least, to Stewart Bowen, who lent me his copy of Clive Barker’s “Undying”, which, after playing it for a mere 15 minutes!!!! inspired a nightmare which in turn helped to inspire this story.

