
“Urban Exploration” 

There’s a bank statement wedged between the splintered slats of the storm cellar’s hatch, 

crumpling against the wind. At the edge of the property, surrounded by withered cornfields, stands the 

house, greying wood sagging in the middle, glaring fiercely at the empty road running horizontal past 

the missing front door. Second floor windows, once boarded up, watch the figure bent over the hatch. 

The figure reaches for the paper, snatching it quickly from between the slats and backing 

away from the cellar before stopping to study the faded typewritten lettering. A name, an address, 

outdated, formatted from fifty years ago, useless. The figure pauses, digs deep into the bag swinging 

at her hip and retrieves her phone, sweeps the search engines for the name, finds nothing.  

Looming, the house crests the darkening horizon, the hint of a storm charging the air, 

lightning imminent, energy pulsing in the unforgiving wind. The figure hears an engine, ducks behind 

a leafless tree pressed against the rotting side of the house, holds her breath. Waits. The engine passes, 

a weather-beaten truck, dull red, stacks of roofing shingles occupying the bed. She emerges, plucks a 

film camera from her purse, the film cover taped over, frames the house in a shot through the 

viewfinder, doesn’t click the shutter button.  

Despite the missing front door, the figure opts for the broken window on the right side of the 

house. The sill is splintering, shards of glass scattered below the window, the foundation peeking out 

from beneath the bottom of the building, a foothold. She hoists herself up, over the edge, tumbles into 

the bathroom, stumbling on the uneven linoleum, pale pink and checkered. A gaping hole occupies 

most of the floor, a sewer pipe where the toilet should have been, a rancid smell wafting through the 

room; she wrinkles her nose. Empty doorways spill deeper into the house, still, waiting silently.  

She moves quietly, observing, unwilling to disturb the house, ignoring the fear at the nape of 

her neck. It is an anomaly, an enigma, full of furniture scattered like the aftermath of a Kansas 

tornado, holding its breath. The cracked mirror in the bathroom distorts her face, splits it in half in a 

jagged diagonal sweep. Glass fragments litter the floor; she steps lightly, an odd dance between 

scattered pieces of someone else’s life.  



The bedroom’s box spring mattress is propped against the left wall, the yellowing quilted 

fabric painted crudely, jauntily, more recently touched than most of the artifacts in the house, 

collecting dust. Full length closet mirrors line the right wall, half covered in grime, reflecting the 

children’s clothing, bright colors faded, occupying most of the floor space. 

Somewhere in the next room, she hears rat scurrying, burrowing in the trash that claims the 

dingy carpet. Another car passes, the mirrors rattle, the house settles, the wind ducks in through the 

eaves and blows against the exposed rafters in the attic, three floors up. A door creaks, settles, the 

floorboards beneath her feet groan. She moves past the bedroom, finds herself standing in the open-

floor middle of the house. 

Filing cabinets line the walls, papers scattered in imitation of a vicious search, some unknown 

individual searching for some particular document in the midst of the overwhelming clutter. She steps 

hesitantly towards the piles of papers, scouting around the kitchen counters. Bank statements, similar 

to the paper now crammed into her purse, Christmas cards, postcards, stationary, all addressed to the 

same name, all blank, saved, kept, salvaged, hoarded once into filing cabinets, now scattered across 

the dirty floor. Blank.  

Something about their lack of heartfelt messages, their uniformity in their emptiness, crawls 

at her back, tugs at her thoughts. The kitchen cabinets above her head are still full of glasses, 

smudged, the cloudy silverware still arranged in baskets in the off-kilter drawers. Across the room, a 

sewing doll sits propped in a child-sized rocking chair, one button eye hanging loosely from the 

smudged fabric, once pale, now the same dirty color as the floor.  

She smirks at the doll, a laugh-less gesture, moves smartly past the second-floor doorway, the 

door offset on uneven hinges, swinging slowly back and forth, and steps clumsily between piles of 

craft store castoffs, stumbles into the front room, flea market knife clutched in hand, camera slung 

around her neck. It’s lighter here, barely, the dim grey-blue storm sky framed in the empty doorway, 

pulled off its hinges some time ago.  



 A dining table takes up most of the front room, gloomy behind boarded windows, another 

mattress leaning against the greying boards. Shredded newspapers crinkle under her feet, shredded, 

far too faded to read. The bookshelves on the right wall still hold glass figurines and books with 

stoutly religious titles, a copy of the King James Bible laying across the bottom shelf. She lets her 

eyes travel the length of the room, catches a glimpse of pharmaceutical orange beneath the table, 

bends down, retrieves a handful of pill bottles, Klonopin, Ambien, Valium, Librium. Newer than the 

bank statements, the rest of the house. 

 A creak. She jumps, turns, sees nothing. The house settles, the wind blows, the rats scurry in 

the bedroom. The atmosphere is getting to her, she decides, heading automatically towards the gaping 

door, the bitter chill of the wind on her cheeks. She steps out onto the sagging stoop, held together by 

rusted nails and the singular will of the place itself, much like everything else in the house, the 

creaking stairs, the cracked mirrors, the off-kilter doors and cabinets.  

She tastes metal, reaches up to wipe her mouth, finds blood smudged on the side her wrist as 

she lowers it again. A nosebleed. The fall weather, the mold in the leaves, the biting wind, it irritates 

her allergies. The wind stirs the trees, a bank statement blows past, settling in the tangled grass at her 

feet. The figure reaches for it, camera banging against her chest. She hasn’t taken a single picture.  

 

 

  


