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In my younger days, I rented an attic room from an old 

lady. She had been living in that particular house for more than 

half a century. It was three stories, simply furnished, and in 

the past few years, it had acquired at least a few pounds of 

dust as far as I could tell. Her husband bought the house when 

they were married in the early 60s, and she raised her three 

boys there. She had been recently widowed, and over the years, 

her boys spread themselves out around the country. She kept 

their old bedrooms on the second floor furnished as if they 

still lived there, in case they ever came back to visit. During 

the time I rented my attic room there, they never did. With her 

husband dead and her children grown and miles away, she often 

noted, without a hint of sadness, that she had very little to 

live for anymore, that her time on Earth was almost done. 

 

I couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for her. She was 

usually forgetful, and often repeated the same things over and 

over again, but she had a few very lucid moments now and then. 

In a way, she even reminded me of my own grandmother. I guess 

she must have been pretty lonely by herself in that big house, 

because she struck up conversations with me often, especially 

when I was busy. She could talk for hours about mundane things, 

like yard work, or Italian lunches, and it was difficult to pull 

myself away. Sometimes I didn’t mind it, though. I liked to hear 

about how she and her husband took cruises around the world 

after they retired, and the photo albums she had were filled 

with happy memories of better times. It really seemed like she 

had lived a fulfilling life.  

 

My attic room was spacious, furnished with a bathroom and a 

large closet, and I was allowed to use the kitchen downstairs 

whenever I wanted. It was really a perfect place for me. I came 

and went as I pleased; she didn’t care if I stayed out for a few 

days. I even tried to help her out around the house when I 

could.  

 

The place had everything I needed. The only problem was the 

bed, which was there when I moved in, was like sleeping on a few 
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2x4’s nailed together. That, combined with the fact that the 

house creaked and groaned endlessly, meant that I didn’t get 

much sleep in the months I lived there. In fact, there were a 

few periods of serious sleeplessness during that time, to the 

point where the days blurred together, speckled with twenty 

minute naps here and there. I was young though, and resilient, 

and too proud of my new independence to move back in with my 

folks, so I put on a brave face, and stuck out the insomnia.  

 

One afternoon, during a particularly bad spell of 

sleeplessness, I was heading downstairs to fry myself an egg for 

dinner. I stopped when I spotted the old lady watching 

television, and quietly peeked into the room to see if she was 

watching anything good. Because she was hard of hearing, she 

didn’t even notice me half the time as I made my way around the 

house. I usually tried to make a lot of noise coming down the 

steps so I wouldn’t startle her, but I was feeling so ghostly 

from lack of sleep at that point that I kind of felt like 

disappearing into the walls.  

 

There was only one television in the house, so most of the 

time, she and I watched the news together while eating dinner, 

and sometimes we watched Wheel of Fortune or a baseball game in 

the evenings. That particular afternoon, I was really too tired 

to do anything, and the idea of zoning out in front of the 

television was slightly less boring than trying to drift off 

while staring at the attic ceiling for two hours.  

 

But it didn’t look like she was watching the news, or a 

game show, or anything I recognized, in fact. There was a man on 

screen. He was standing in front of a completely white 

background, staring directly out into our world, talking loudly 

to the old lady. He was bald and wearing a navy turtleneck and 

khaki pants, and as he spoke, I noticed he was even using her 

first name. Weird. Maybe it was a home video of her husband or 

something. She had showed me pictures of him before, but I 

couldn’t really remember what he looked like. 

 

I listened for a little longer, and found that the man on 

screen was giving step-by-step instructions on how to get dark 

stains out of a light-colored carpet. I didn’t really feel like 
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watching that. Besides, he was obviously not talking to me. It 

wasn’t my business to watch. I decided that I wasn’t hungry for 

that egg anymore, and left the house to wander around the 

neighborhood and maybe get some Chinese food. There was a place 

up the street where you could get a huge bowl of noodles for 

under five bucks. I figured I needed to get out and breathe a 

little fresh air anyway.  

 

When I returned about two hours later, I found the old lady 

in the kitchen mixing up a bucket of something in the sink. She 

was wearing a heavy coat and a hat, though it was only September 

and hardly cold yet. She didn’t even notice me standing a few 

feet away from her. I didn’t say anything, because I didn’t want 

to startle her. It was night now, and I could see the glow of 

the television from the dark living room, but I couldn’t hear it 

at all. So I stood there and watched the lady for a second. She 

had household chemicals lined up along the counter. A little 

drain cleaner, a little white powder, a touch of Windex, it all 

went into the big, blue bucket. I heard it bubbling and hissing, 

and the smell was noxious.  

 

I turned around then, only to see the man was still on the 

television screen. But now he was sitting on a folding chair, 

leaning forward slightly, with his elbows resting on his knees 

as if he were waiting for something. I heard the old lady dump a 

large amount of something that smelled like sulfur into the 

bucket. She whistled nervously while she worked. The ceiling 

above my head creaked, and the lo mein in my stomach churned. 

 

I tiptoed into the living room, strangely curious about 

what was going on here. I remembered that the lady didn’t have a 

DVD player, or cable, even, which meant that this program was 

being broadcast over the airwaves somehow. I stared blankly into 

the television for a second, thinking how this could be 

possible, when suddenly the bald man on the screen looked up at 

me. He smiled a toothy grin, and held his finger up to his lips, 

as if he were telling me to be quiet. I looked around. There was 

no one else around. I guess he meant me. So I stayed quiet.  

 

I heard the lady in the kitchen whispering to herself in a 

singsong voice while rustling through the cabinets. A moment 



H o r v a t h / I n s t r u c t i o n s /  5 

 

later, there was the sound of the gas stove clicking on. For a 

second, I thought about what to do about this potentially toxic 

mess. Glancing back over at the television, I saw that the man 

on the screen had gone back to reading a crumpled piece of paper 

with a list of what looked like instructions. At this point, the 

old lady was silent. I peeked around the corner and saw that she 

had wrapped a bed sheet around herself. She was just standing 

there so still, hovering over the sink, her hands tightly at her 

sides, and her eyes staring a thousand miles into the distance 

as if she were waiting for some kind of transmission. I had a 

feeling I didn’t want to be there when that transmission 

arrived. 

 

The television suddenly hissed to loud static, and I jumped 

about a foot into the air, but caught myself before I screamed. 

A voice cut through the fuzz. “Mrs. Rosenberg? Are you there?” 

The unseen speaker hesitated, and then I heard, “We’re ready for 

you. You can come now.” 

 

Not waiting to see what happened after that, I scrambled up 

to the third floor and locked the door. I promptly packed my 

clothing into a box, and when I was feeling brave I crept down 

the stairs, left the next month’s rent on the table by the front 

door and moved myself out of that attic, without a second 

thought. I half expected the old lady to be outside waiting for 

me, ready to dissolve my bones at a moment’s notice, but the 

house was silent, dead almost. Looking through the living room 

window on my way out, I saw that the friendly glow of the 

television set had been extinguished. 
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