THE UNCLAIMED

Chapter 1

Andy’s sneakers thud as he bounds from stair to carpeted stair.  Ten leaps, two stairs apiece.  That’ll be the new record, the score to beat before Jenna gets to choose a room.  


At the top of the stairs, he waits a moment, allowing his eyes to adjust.  Blue sky is visible through a high, arched window, but the light only casts a dim glow along the upper corridor.  He feels a hint of asthma, and takes a couple of deep breaths.  A window rattles, and warm air enters one of the rooms off the corridor with a hollow whistle.  


Turning his head, Andy stares back down the way he came.  From one of the front rooms, he can hear his parents’ voices, accompanied by the reassuring sound of unpacking, and he considers creeping back down.  When Jenna comes down, having already chosen her room, he could just pretend he hadn’t gotten around to going upstairs yet.  No need to tell her that he was scared.  


But what if she heard him coming up the stairs?  She’s probably waiting behind one of the closed doors right now, praying for him to chicken out so she’ll have something to tease him about.


Andy flicks the light switch by his shoulder.  Nothing happens.  

He can see another switch at the other end of the hall, ten or fifteen metres away, and considers running for it, snapping it on, and running back.  But he imagines a hand coming out of the door at the end, grazing the back of his neck with its fingers, and feels shivery.  “Jenna?” he calls softly.

As the echoes die, Andy realises that now Jenna will know for sure that he came up, and if he turns around she’ll know for sure that he ran away.  Astounded by his own stupidity, he takes a deep breath, holds it, and walks as quietly as possible down the hall.  With every step, his left sneaker makes a clicking noise he’s never noticed before.  Trembling, Andy passes the first door on his right, then the second, and realises he’s past the halfway point.  

Finally reaching the end of the hall, he raises his hand, afraid that this will be the moment for something to happen.  His right forefinger is on the light switch when a noise behind him makes him spin.  A sharp noise, lost quickly in the dimness of the house.  Footsteps running away.  

Jenna!

This is the first holiday Andy’s family has taken together in more than a year.  Before that, they took a trip most school breaks.  Lorne was Andy’s favourite destination, but it had also been the scene of one of Jenna’s scariest pranks.  He had given her too much time in the upstairs of that house, too, and had been searching for her, opening each closet and yelling ‘Gotcha!’ when something dropped from a high shelf, knocking him onto the floor.  It was a body, its large, white head twisted backwards, big red lips drawn back in a toothy grin.  Andy had kept screaming even after he realised the clown was just a toy.  

Now’s his chance to get her back.  

Andy imagines his sister squeezed into a tight, dark space somewhere, ready to scare him.  If he refuses to search for her, her pride won’t allow her to just climb out and come downstairs; she’ll have to pretend that she wasn’t trying to scare him in the first place.  

Imagining her beginning to get cramped underneath a bed or in a cupboard, Andy smiles.  He switches on the hall light nonchalantly, but makes his voice tremor for Jenna’s benefit.  “Jenna, you…you’d better not be trying to scare me.”

It’s only as he’s walking away from the door at the end of the hall that Andy notices the smell.  It’s not one smell in particular, but a mixture of things: perfume, like the kind his auntie wears to family parties; newly-turned dirt; and the tang of old, slimy meat from the fridge.  

His newfound confidence gone, Andy’s mind reels with the possibilities.  Dad said the previous owner was old.  What if she never moved out?  What if she’s dead and beginning to rot, still sitting in her rocking chair by the window?  Glass rattles once more, followed by another hollow whoosh of air – louder this time – and the hallway fills with the putrid smell.

Before he can stop himself, Andy’s shaking hand has found the doorknob and twisted it.  The door gives way with a dull thud and the screech of old hinges.  

Inside, the room is dark, its furniture and windows shrouded with sheets.  A darker patch covers the centre of the floor, its surface dancing with spots.  Andy takes half a step forward, holding his breath against the growing stink, before he hears the buzzing.  

Lungs burning, he recognises the sound: flies.

Tripping down the stairs and throwing open the front door, Andy leaps off the balcony, falls to his knees, and pushes himself up again, before staring back at the house.  His face and chest are covered with sweat, but he’s begun to shiver, and has to force himself to take a deep breath of fresh air.  

At one of the top floor windows stands his sister, laughing and pointing.  

Slowly, however, her expression changes, from amusement to panic.  She’s waving her arms, trying to tell him something.  Andy has to wait for her to repeat herself before he can make out the words: 

“BEHIND YOU!”

As a shadow falls across his shoulders, Andy turns.  The man towering over him smells like the room at the end of the hall.
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