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Jaylyn reluctantly relocates with her fiancé
to a falling down antebellum mansion on the outskirts of a small
Virginia town. Unfortunately he leaves her for his new boss’s
daughter and informs her to do whatever she wants with the house
and land. She meets Eli Jacobs, a down on his luck farmer, who grew
up in the area and loves the old home and surrounding farm. Instead
of selling the property, she agrees to hire Eli and together they
work to get the place back to its former glory. When Hubert finds
out a corporation is willing to pay whatever it takes to secure the
land the house is on, he reneges and does everything in his power
to thwart their efforts and make their lives miserable.
Unfortunately, the house has other inhabitants who at first seem to
dislike Jaylyn and Eli, but in the end, prove to be the answer to
all their prayers.
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Prologue

 


 


1864

 


It rained heavily and Leah fought off the
despondency that gripped her since the telegram came. The billowing
black dresses of the other mourners, along with the rain-laden
clouds that hung overhead, smothered her. She squared her shoulders
to mentally throw off the unseen weight that rested upon her while
gazing down at the fresh grave of her fiancé. He promised me
he’d come back. He’s never broken a promise.

“It’s time to go, dear,” a kindly neighbor
told her.

Go where? Go back home. A home we never even
lived in.

“He’s not dead,” Leah said. Her dull eyes
never left the mound of dirt.

“Dear, his comrades saw the cannonball
explosion. They saw with their own eyes. His sword, his boots,
everything lay in the rubble.”

“He’s not dead,” she said again. “It’s just
his things, there’s no body.”

No one could convince her otherwise. “He’ll
come back to me. I tell you, in my heart, I know he’s not gone.”
She turned into the woman’s shoulder and wept.


Chapter One

 


 


Present Time

 


Jaylyn stood on the rotting porch and twisted
the handle of the ornately carved door. She heaved it open with her
hip and stepped into her own personal time warp.

An elaborately constructed set from a
Broadway play couldn’t do justice to the massive hall that lay in
front of her. The light shining through the floor-to-ceiling
windows illuminated a majestic staircase designed over one hundred
and sixty years earlier.

Batting at dust particles swirling in front
of her eyes, like fireflies on a hot July night, she again sensed
the dank expression of despair the house radiated. Not sure how to
explain it, an essence of—not quite evil, but something close,
harbored within the walls. A shiver ran down her spine and she
trembled as she headed for the kitchen and a desperately craved cup
of coffee.

Home just in time, she expected the realtor
in less than an hour to rescue her from this rotted hulk of
relentless heartache and doomed tomorrows. With flourish, she’ll
sign the papers in front of her, granting her reprieve and setting
her free. Thank you, govna, thank you very much.

She’d persevered—been a trooper—hoping that
Hugh would come to his senses and return home to her and this, his
newest hobby. However, two months of living alone, in the
local hellhole, seemed long enough indeed.

A headache bloomed behind her eyes and she
removed the silver clasp holding her hair up. Her blonde, naturally
curly hair, splayed over her shoulders and down the back of her
green sundress.

A knock on the front door startled her and
she gasped. Confused, she looked over her shoulder. Who in the
hell is that? Her remote location saved her from door to door
salespeople or whatever religion believers happened to be pedaling
that day.

She opened the door, which brought in more
sunlight and momentarily blinded her to the figure positioned
directly in front of her. Her eyes adjusted to the bright rays and
focused on a man cuddling a black and white kitten that wriggled
helplessly in the crook of his arm.

“Howdy, ma’am,” he said, tipping his baseball
cap. “I don’t mean to bother you or nothin’, but is this here your
kitten?” The man, stunning in his masculinity, shocked her. At
least six-foot-three or four, he towered over her.

“No.” She sized him up to make sure she
shouldn’t slam the door in his face. “I, I don’t have a cat.”

Removing the hat from his head, he brushed
his wavy, dark blond hair back from his face. Longer than she
usually preferred, it grew to his shoulders and what shoulders they
were. Immense, the shape of their muscles shown straight through
the denim work shirt he wore.

He squinted and moved in closer, his frame
blocking the sun shining in. “Now that’s confusing.” He rubbed his
tan, chiseled face with rough, hard hands, discharging a rugged
confidence. “This little lady told me she lived here.” His dusty
shirt, opened to the middle of his chest, showed off unbelievable
pecs.

Engulfing the tiny creature in his mammoth
hand, he brought it nose to nose, and looked it square in the eyes.
“Now, why’d you go and lie to me, missy?”

The kitten stuck a minuscule white paw toward
his face and spewed forth a tiny meow, so soft and quiet, Jaylyn
smiled instinctively. To her further astonishment, the rugged man
placed a gentle kiss on the kitten’s head.

“Oh, yeah, that’s it, now you’re shy,” he
said to the confused, partially cross-eyed little thing. He looked
her way. “You never know with a feline, ma’am. This gal’s been
yakkin’ away and I couldn’t get a word in edgewise comin’ up the
drive and now…” He shrugged and raised his eyebrows.

Jaylyn couldn’t stop smiling in spite of
herself, but tried to put on a serious persona.

“Um, I don’t know whose cat it is. I’m rather
isolated. It may have wandered over from one of the homes down the
road.”

He took a step back, craned his neck and
gazed up at the house. “So, you bought the Wiley’s, huh?” His face
still held a smile, but his continence became more earnest.

“What? Um—yeah.” So caught up in her
assessment of him, she pulled herself back to their
conversation.

“First rate piece of land. House needs a bit
of work,” he said in a charming southern accent.

“Please, that’s an understatement.” She eyed
him curiously. “You interested in buyin’, cuz, I’m a sellin’?”

“If I had the money, I would be.” He moved a
few more paces away and gazed at the third story of the
mansion.

The scrawny kitten in his hand meowed softly
and he looked down at it. His wide fingers engulfed the puny thing
and the kitten peered at her from between them. She watched as he
absentmindedly brought it to his lips, giving it another tender
kiss. The gesture endeared Jaylyn and she sized him up more
closely.

His deep, strong voice mesmerized her. “You
wouldn’t happen to have any milk would you? I think she could use
something to fill her belly.”

“Of course—umm—yeah. Go around to the back.
I’ve got some creamer.”

She closed the door, locked it and turned on
her heel to head for the back. Not used to anyone visiting, a flush
of excitement quickened her steps.

At the crumbling counter, in a kitchen so
big, she used only half the space, creamer packs lined up perfectly
next to a stack of Styrofoam bowls and cups. Exhaling the breath
she seemed to have held for a full minute, she smiled and opened
the back door to let him in. Hat in his hand, the kitten curled up
inside, he resembled a tousled haired little boy bringing in a
stray, hoping mommy would say, Okay, you can keep it.

“I have these coffee creamers,” she said,
“however, I doubt she’d like hazelnut caramel mocha.” Her hand
brushed over the tops of the packets until she came upon a few
plain ones. “Here we go.” She slunk to the time-warped boards of
the floor, her legs curled under her, and kept a cautious watch on
her visitor out of the corner of her eye.

She pulled at the corner cover of the creamer
and wailed. “Dang!” Terribly upset, she shook her hand.

“What?” he asked, visibly concerned.

She stuck her index finger in her mouth.

“Did you cut yourself?”

“No…worse. Dang it, dang it, dang it.” She
shook her hand around, stopped and studied her finger. “I broke a
nail.”

Seemingly unaware of what to say he
stammered, “I’m…um…sorry?”

“Thanks.” She shook her head in despair.
“I’ll just have to pay to have one put on.” She poured the cream
into one of the bowls and went to open another. His worn cowboy
boots scraped along the tattered planks and he bent between Jaylyn
and the bowl to put the kitten down, then stepped back.

She beamed at the tiny black and white ball
of fur clumsily ambling toward her. “Will it bite me?”

“What? No. Of course not.”

She turned it around and directed the skinny
thing to the food. It looked up at her with huge, blue eyes and her
heart melted. “Did you see? I touched it.” She beamed up at him. “I
touched an animal.”

“You’ve never touched an animal before?”

She shrugged, still smiling at her
accomplishment. “My parents took me to a petting zoo once. But I
vomited after touching a pig and we left.” She gazed at him
questionably. “Does that count?”

Brows raised in disbelief, he countered.
“No—no, I don’t believe that one would count. In my rule book of
animal contact, the subsequent hurling decreed that touch
inconclusive, therefore null in void.”

“Oh.” She bit her lip. “Anyway, I wonder how
old it is? I’ve never known anyone with a cat.”

He cleared his throat. “I reckon she’s no
more than a few weeks old. I grew up around ‘em. Barn cats mostly.
It’s mama either got hit by a car or this one’s a runt and she
shooed it away.”

“Oh, that’s so sad.”

“Cute little thing,” he said. He leaned
against the counter, his arms and legs crossed. “Kitten ain’t
half-bad either.”

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear
that.”

He chuckled.

Concentrating on the minuscule miracle in
front of her, she marveled at its tenacity to live. It’s stamina to
breathe, eat and walk, created in her the utmost respect for the
animal and lifted her own dreadful spirit in the process.

“Where did you find it again?” She picked it
up and brushed its soft, downy fur against her lips, then put it
down.

“On the road out front, that’s why I figured
it was yours.”

“Come on, honey.” She coaxed the kitten to
eat by putting cream on her finger. Its sandpaper-like tongue
lapped at it before it came over to rub on her, purring softly.
“Oh…oh my,” she said. “You licked me, you…you animal, you.”

“Well, I’ll be,” he said. “Looks like you
found yourself a new friend.”

She raised herself into a kneeling position,
her gaze on the tiny thing never faltering. “It’s sweet and all,
but I don’t do cats. I mean I don’t do animals at all. They’re
messy and they stink.”

A step closer, he squatted by her and the
kitten. The distinct smell of leather and spice permeated the air
around him. “Watch what you say. She has feelings, ya know. How’d
you like it if I told her you stink?”

Jaylyn raised a perfectly arched eyebrow his
way.

“Well, your eyebrow speaks loud and clear,
doesn’t it?”

“I don’t mean to be a Grinch,” she rubbed her
hands on her thighs and stood, “but you’ll have to find her another
owner, she’s not staying here.”

“You gonna tell me you’d abandon this puny
squirt to the cruel and vicious elements outside?” His rough,
slightly dirty hand, three times larger than the baby animal,
reached over and, with his index finger, stroked it in-between ears
no bigger than kernels of corn.

She scrunched her nose at the absurd
question. “It’s warm and sunny out.”

“Well, still, she needs a little lovin’,
doesn’t she?” He rose.

“Don’t we all?” she said under her
breath.

The kitten meowed as if in agreement and they
both laughed.

“Oh,” she said, starring into its tiny eyes,
getting into the spirit, “you had to give your two cents worth,
huh?” She looked over at the stranger and smiled.

He eyed her quizzically. “Ma’am, I hate to
break it to you, but, um…” he came close to her side, “cats can’t
talk.”

“Why you told me a moment ago she told you
she lived here and… What am I saying? I’m standing in my kitchen
arguing about a gossiping cat with a complete stranger? Take it to
the local, I don’t know, animal shelter place thingy.”

“Fine.” He bent and swooped the kitten into
his hand and stood. “I’ll take her down to the crick and…”

Jaylyn reached out. “Don’t you dare!” She
grabbed the kitten back and snuggled it to her cheek, reveling in
the velvety soft fur. Its coarse tongue licked her face and Jaylyn
knew it won her heart.

“Okay, Dr. Doolittle.” She looked at him
askance. “I don’t even know your name. You come sweeping into my
kitchen and before you know it, I’m doomed to a future as the
wicked cat lady in the haunted house up on the hill, and…for God’s
sake, I feel my back hunching as we speak.”

“The name’s Eli, ma’am. Eli Jacobs.”

She clasped the kitten to her chest with one
hand and stuck out her other. “Hi, I’m Jaylyn Withers.” She smiled
warmly. “It’s nice to finally meet a neighbor. Although I would
have appreciated one bearing a pie or casserole instead of a pet.”
She reveled in the feel of his rock hard grip. “Has anyone ever
told you that you’re engagingly pushy?”

“Hell, yeah. But seems to me you know how to
push back.” At the door, he swept a hand through his hair and put
on his hat.

“Where do you live?” she asked.

“Right now, I’m rentin’ a place at the Vine
St. Apartments.”

“That’s in town.” She stared down at the
kitten, wiggling her fingers to see if it would play and glanced
his way again. “How’d you end up here, in the middle of nowhere,
rescuing dying cats?”

“I was helpin’ a friend down on his spread.
On my way home, I swerved my truck when I saw her sittin’ pretty
much smack dab in the middle of the road.” His hand on the
doorknob, he turned it.

“Wait, before you go, what should I name
her?”

“Not up to me, ma’am, but if it was, I’d name
her Little Bit. She’s kind of scrap of nothin’ like you.”

His smile stayed in her vision long after
he’d left and she stood stock still, in a trance, for a good
minute, until a tiny, wry smile played on her lips.

“Eli Jacobs,” she said to the kitten that
stared up at her with big, blue eyes. “Now isn’t that a nice,
strong name.”


Chapter Two

 


 


Jaylyn preferred an ordered home to clutter
and her clean, streamlined personality didn’t mesh well with a cat
and all that it entailed. Hugh was the same way. Which confused her
all the more why he insisted on buying this rambling antebellum
mansion in the first place. It must have been the night of abundant
tequila shots that sealed the deal. She barely remembered that
night herself, but she did recall he bore an alcohol-crazed
excitement on his flushed face that frightened her. Her council
had, once again, gone unheeded, as he set the path of their
destiny.

She inhaled deeply and the scent of the aging
walls and disintegrating wallpaper comforted her like an old
friend, albeit an annoying old friend. Perhaps the odor of decay
fit her somber mood as her stamina, her will to go on, lay
crumbling at her feet like the rotting, decomposing wood
itself.

Stuffy inside, she went around and opened
windows. The ones in the dining room were numerous and they let in
a strong wind that blew her sundress around her short, thin legs.
She bent her head to feel the breeze on the back of her neck and
then raised her eyes. Her gaze fell upon her, drawn like moth to
flame.

Hanging on the furthest wall, the painting of
a beautiful, young bride surveyed the room. Not much of a romantic,
Jaylyn stared into the intriguing eyes of the ingénue,
contemplating her and the life she must have led in the house where
she now stood. The woman wore a beautiful bridal gown and her dark
hair, tied up, curled and braided tightly, fit the fashion of a
century and a half ago. It must have taken hours to get her hair
like that. She touched her own hair, which drew her out of her
contemplative stare.

“Coffee,” she squealed, her head back in
supplication. “I need coffee.”

 


At the formerly red, but now rusted, water
pump out back, she pushed up and down on the squeaky piece of
ancient machinery until her new bucket overflowed with the icy,
cold water of an underground well.

Bringing her bucket in, she heaved it onto
the counter and gazed at cupboards of old-fashioned oak design,
disintegrating now with wormholes and age. Both modernists in their
taste, stainless steel appliances and plain white walls graced
their kitchen back home in Manhattan.

Manhattan. How she longed for its concrete
buildings, noise and crowds. Soon she’d be back home with her
friends. She’d start over. Rent a small place, find a job in
interior design and forget her former life.

At least Hugh bought her a kerosene stove to
heat water for coffee before he left her in the lurch. Bless his
generous heart.

After making a cup of instant coffee, the
ring of her phone surprised her and she reached into her purse,
happy for reception. “Hello.” She picked up the kitten and snuggled
it in her arm.

“Hi, Miss Withers, it’s Mrs. Danvers. I’m
sorry, dear, but I’m not able to come this evening. My grandson’s
sick and I’m going to watch him for my daughter. She’s working
third shift at the hospital tonight. Could we reschedule?”

Her heartbeat dropped to the rhythm of an old
man’s gait and the sensation of blood quickly draining from her
face caused her to sit. The words of the realtor were the last
thing she wanted to hear. “Yeah…sure…um, the sooner the better for
me. Could you come tomorrow?”

“If my grandson’s better I’ll be there, if
not, well…”

“Sure, I understand. I’ll wait for your
call.” She hung up and cursed loudly. “Damn! Will this nightmare
ever end?” Since her decision to leave, she didn’t want to spend
one more night in the house.

At the contemporary kitchen table she bought
when she and Hugh lived together in New York, she sipped her
instant coffee and grimaced. Mud would taste better.

“Where in the world is Starbucks?” she had
sniveled to Hugh when they drove into town for the first time, her
head swiveling right and left. “Dear God, what kind of town doesn’t
have a Starbucks?”

She peered down at the Styrofoam cup of
coffee in her hand and mused how her present life boiled down to
cheap coffee, canned stew and a cold, bankrupt heart.

At the cupboard, she grabbed her bottle of
Baileys Irish Cream. “This will make you slightly more tolerable,”
she said to the cup in front of her. But before a drink, she’d need
supplies for her new family member. She put the bottle of balm
for broken dreams down and snatched her purse.

“Come on, Little Bit. We’d better hurry
before they close.”

 


The wide-open spaces became less wide-open,
until she pulled into a town darn right cluttered with southern
charm and small town charisma. “Forty minutes until I’m anywhere
near civilization,” she muttered. “Thanks, Hubert.”

After parking her Porsche near what appeared
to be a pet superstore, she grabbed Little Bit and went inside. She
wandered around Pets Are The Best aimlessly, as confused as green
leaves covered in white snow, and looked for anything a cat owner
might need.

An old man approached her. “You seem lost.”
His cheery continence and white whiskers reminded her of the jolly
old elf himself and she grinned.

Grateful for help, she stammered. “Yes, yes,
I am. I’m looking for anything to do with having a cat.” She held
Little Bit up for him to see.

“Well, let me see if I can give you a hand.
He reached his out. “I’m Burt.”

“I’m Jaylyn,” she said nervously.

His dawdling pace worked at her patience as
they scanned the shelves. I should have grabbed the stuff and
ran.

“New in town?” His voice, tender and sweet,
surprised her.

“Yes. I’ve lived here over two months now.”
Don’t ask me. God she hated when people found out where she
lived.

“Where ya livin’?”

A weary cringe later, she answered him. “The
old Wiley place.” Here we go.

“What!” he said astonished. “That place
hasn’t been lived in since, well, since forever.”

“I know?” she said. She ground her teeth
absent-mindedly.

“You’re a brave lady.”

Silently, her shoulders bunched up. “I’m
managing.”

“It still has the original furnishings,
doesn’t it?”

“Oh, ick, yes,” she said. “It has all these
dark, heavy pieces. Dreadful really.”

Burt smiled. “I take it, you aren’t
passionate for antiques.”

“You take right,” she said.

“I hear tell there are rooms where everything
is still in the same spot as when Miss Leah died, let’s see,
sometime in the 1940’s. Yep, it was 1941 to be exact. My dad was
working at the mill at the time and he said the sheriff was called
to her house. The woman caring for her said she’d died with a
bright smile on her face, muttering the name of her fiancé. They
took her out of that ol’ mansion wearing her wedding dress. That’s
not too surprising figuring she wore that dress for years after he
died. Wasn’t much but an old, stained, tore up mess by then.”

“Really? How sad. How old was she?”

“Nearin one hundred years.”

“What!”

“She lived in that old mansion waiting for
him for over eighty years. Till the day Miss Leah died, she claimed
she heard her fiancé’s horse ridin’ on up the lane on what would be
the anniversary of her wedding day.”

This took Jaylyn by surprise. “Really!”

“Yup. You haven’t heard him, have you?”

“I hate to admit this, but yes. I have heard
the sound of horse hooves on the road. I assumed there was a horse
farm around.”

“No, none that I know of that far out.”

“That’s just creepy.”

“Anyway, back to the furniture…what are you
going to do?”

“Mrs. Danvers, my real estate lady, is going
to sell the whole kit and caboodle.”

Burt cleared his throat. “I have a friend
who’d be interested in looking at what ya got. Could I call her and
have her stop by?”

“Absolutely. But tell her to come soon. Like
I said. I’m outta there the second I sign those papers, hopefully
tomorrow.”

“Well, honey, you’re well-stocked for
cat-carin’. You come on back.” He reached over and gave her a hug,
which startled her. “If you be needin’ anythin’ else, come lookin’
for me, I’ll help ya.”

 


Comfortable in her bed, Jaylyn fed her
baby lying on fluffed up pillows. The formula, Burt
suggested, dripped down Little Bit’s mouth and she used a tissue to
wipe it off. Jaylyn’s thoughts turned to Eli and his smile. Oddly,
he emitted a sense of sadness and yet he oozed a cockiness that
could smother a bystander. A strange contrast indeed.

A rumble of thunder sounded in the distance
and she figured the earlier winds brought in a storm. Little Bit
closed her eyes and fell asleep curled up on Jaylyn’s chest and on
par with any exhausted new mother, her own closed in unison. The
storm hit with a full vengeance and the lightning flashes lit the
room as if paparazzi stationed themselves outside her window. The
thunderous booms reverberated about her and she opened her eyes. A
bolt of electricity shot around the house, sending a current over
her skin, leaving not a second between the lightning bolt and the
boom.

“Yikes! That one was close.” She dug into her
pillows, dragging the warm body of Little Bit closer to her face. A
couple more booms and it grew quiet, but the sense of foreboding
covered her like a heavy, wet blanket on a humid day. Jaylyn tried
to relax and sighed heavily. The sound began and she froze.
Damn, there it is. The sound of the hooves grew louder. They
were far off, not on the lane, but nearer the main road. A few
moments later, a knock in the hall hit her ears and she jerked.

Instinct prevailed and she grabbed Little
Bit, yelling in a voice shaking with fear. “Who is it?”

Out of the shadows, a discernable shape
formed in the hallway.

“Who…what?” she said again, quieter. She
berated herself for not buying the gun she knew would help in this
sort of situation.

A darkened mass hovered directly outside the
ornate doorframe of her master suite and she drew in a terrified
gasp. She sat swiftly and turned on the battery-operated lantern
next to her. The hair on the back of her neck stood straight and
her heart thumped cold blood and terror throughout her body.

It’s probably that man, Eli. He knows I’m
alone and he wants to hurt me.

A hiccup of a cry, a whimper, came
subconsciously from her now dry mouth and she held Little Bit close
to protect her from whomever or whatever lurked just beyond her
door. The mass formed slowly into the shape of a human. Cold beads
of sweat trickled down her hairline. It, whatever—it—was,
gave off a strong feeling of sorrow and unfulfilled retribution as
it wandered the halls of this monument to lost love. It wasn’t
human, she knew that much. This mist, this life force, moved and
transformed itself.

Frozen in place, she stared at the figure and
although she couldn’t see a face, sensed it stared back at her,
sensed its cold nature and evil intentions. Her body, her very
logic, shut down and nausea swept over her, segueing into an attack
of pure panic.

Little Bit meowed and Jaylyn glanced down at
her. Garnering a sensation of responsibility for something smaller
than herself, she cast her gaze back to the hall and it had
disappeared. Bravado overtook her and although she faced a horror
she couldn’t understand, something more defenseless than herself
needed her.

Hurriedly, she threw the covers off and rose,
scurrying through the door and into the dark hall. Portraits of the
long dead peered down from walls papered in grays and browns and
she ran passed them, sensing their eyes following her. She flew
down the wide staircase in her t-shirt and bare feet. Her hand on
the thick banister, as if her life depended on it, she glanced over
her shoulder on her hideously impromptu exodus, for anything
following close behind.

In the kitchen, she glanced around,
frightened. She grabbed her purse and one of the hundreds or so it
seemed, flashlights scattered in the house and bolted through the
door, shining the beacon of light down the drive, straight to her
car.

With no idea where to go or what to do, she
knew she wanted away from that house.



Along the empty country road, with Little Bit
curled up beside her in the passenger seat, she stared straight
ahead.

A few miles away, her heart rate slowed, as
did her speed. The far spaced houses she passed, all dark, save for
an occasional porch light, brought on the tears and she pulled over
to the side of the road. Leaving the motor running, she cried.

“Why? Why me? What have I done in my life to
instigate karma constantly kickboxing me in the butt?”

Little Bit purred and she picked her up.
Rubbing the kitten on her cheek, she once again looked into her
huge blue eyes. “Do you love me, yet?” she asked. As if on cue, the
tiny animal meowed, causing Jaylyn to smile. Wiping off her tears,
she put the kitten down. “See, you do talk.”

The dark, empty road ahead, the perfect
metaphor for the lonely road that lay ahead of her life, brought
her mood down further.

“Coffee,” she said, a sniffle later. “I need
coffee.”


Chapter Three

 


 


Instinctively, Jaylyn’s hand drew to a crick
in her neck from her uncomfortable position and she massaged the
irritated spot. A knock on her window summoned her to full
attentiveness and her eyelids flew open to the sight of a man
standing outside her car. His muted voice indiscernible, she shook
her head and rolled down her window. “What?” She blinked hard.

“You left your lights on.”

Dazed momentarily, she glanced upward and saw
the blinking neon sign for Daisy’s 24 Hour Donuts. The night before
came to mind and she thanked him for his concern.

He studied her. “You okay? I work here and
I’ve seen you sitting here for hours.”

“Yes, I’m fine. Thank you.” She glanced at
the nearly empty cup of cold coffee in the holder and the empty
packet of creamer for Little Bit. She rolled her window back up and
sniffed, noticing the tissues strewn around the car’s interior.

“Sorry you were adopted by the likes of me.”
She lifted the kitten, put her head back and wiped at her misty
eyes. She attempted to stifle her trembling lower lip, hoping the
other patrons of the parking lot ignored her. She grabbed a napkin
from the paper bag next to her and blew her nose. The reality of
her life and its misery hit her full force, and she hit the
steering wheel hard.

“Dang it, Hugh. Why? Why did you leave me?”
Uncertain of her ability to venture into life’s adventures alone,
she reached to her purse for her cell phone. “Don’t do it, Jaylyn.
Please don’t do this.” She hit the number two button of her speed
dial without hesitation, ignoring her own good advice and put the
phone to her ear.

“Hi, Jaylyn.” His voice came on, cool and
detached.

To sound as if she hadn’t been crying, she
put pep in her speech.

“Hi, Hugh,” she said, her tone too
high-pitched, too fake.

“You okay?” He sounded concerned.

“Yeah.”

An uncomfortable silence stung her ears and
made her squirm in her seat. “Hugh?”

“Yeah.”

“I miss you.”

Silence. Ugly, stone cold silence resonated
from the other end.

“Jaylyn,” she heard him sigh, “we’ve been
over this. I don’t want to discuss it anymore. What we had was
great, but…”

“After fifteen years, Hugh? I never had
anyone but you. I don’t know how to act and…”

“You know I’ll always love you. We grew
apart. It happens.”

Another uncomfortable silence stretched
between them. “You mean I grew old, don’t you?”

“Jay, Sarah may only be twenty, but she’s
truly ahead of her years.”

“I won’t bother you again, Hugh. I’m selling
the house and I’m going to move back home.”

This obviously cheered him, she heard a new
optimism in his voice. “Good,” he said. “That’s for the best, don’t
you think?”

Holding back a sob, she replied forthrightly.
“I’ll have my attorney contact you and send you your half of the
money after the sale.”

“Don’t bother, Jay. You need the money more
than me. Keep it.”

“I’m not a charity case,” she said
defensively.

“I didn’t say you were.”

“I get it. It’s guilt money.” Getting
impatient, her breaths became shallow and her voice took on an even
higher cadence. “You know what, Hugh, fine. I’ll keep the damn
money. You don’t need it. You’re set for life.”

“Jay, don’t be angry.”

“Don’t be angry, don’t be angry…screw
you…you…ass! I’m alone in this world. My mother and father are
gone, you’re all I have.”

“Had, Jaylyn,” he said. “All you had.”

“How can you be so cruel?” She snapped her
phone closed, threw it into her purse and clutched the steering
wheel as a torrent of tears issued forth from her burning and
dead-like eyes. “I hate you,” she screamed out. “I hate you—damn
you—I hope you rot in hell!”

 


She pulled in front of her yard and turned
off the engine. Despair and defeat raked over her, but she gathered
Little Bit into her arms and marched up the lane.

“Screw you, Hugh. You and that snot-nosed kid
you hooked up with. I’ll show you, I can make it on my own.” She
looked down at the kitten. “Well, not exactly alone, huh?”

Her cell phone rang as she entered the foyer.
Mrs. Danvers, the realtor, explained her grandson’s illness abated
and she promised to be over in half an hour.

“You have no idea how happy you have just
made me,” Jaylyn breathed. “See you soon.”

She longed for a bath, but didn’t have time
to fill the heavy tin tub in the kitchen with warm water heated
from the stove, so she splashed water from the pump on herself. She
dressed in a sleeveless, yellow shift with pearls and matching
pumps and pulled her hair into a French knot, wanting to look the
part of a serious seller. The sun shining on a warm summer
afternoon, she heard the clang of the ancient door chimes and
hurried to welcome the realtor. Much to her delight, Eli stood on
the porch.

“Howdy, Jaylyn,” he said, removing a beat-up,
brown cowboy hat.

“Eli, hi.”

“Beautiful day,” he said, smiling.

“That it is.” She stepped into the bright
sun.

Dressed in faded jeans and a denim work
shirt, this one buttoned all the way to his neck, he appeared
nervous. His shoulder length hair, tucked behind his ears, looked
recently combed, as if he were on a job interview. He gave the
impression of showing his best behavior and a couple of nicks on
his face from a recent shave completed the effect. Clearing his
throat, indicating more uncertainty, he spoke low. “Yep, it’s a
mighty pretty day.” Uneasily, he turned and looked around, then
licked his lips. He hesitantly gazed her way. “I have a proposition
for you.”

“A proposition?” she inquired. One eye
squinted, staring, as if she watched a lone kernel of popcorn
sizzling in a pot of hot oil, waiting for the pop.

“Yeah. I, um, I grew up in these parts. I’ve
always had a soft spot in my heart for this place. When I was a
youngster, why, all the other kids would dare each other to come up
and stand on the porch. No one ever needed to dare me. No, no they
didn’t, I’d walk right on up any chance I got. I’d ride my bike for
miles to come and sneak in.”

“Yes,” she said, smiling, secretly happy to
be in his presence again. Incredibly long, slightly bowed legs held
up his perfectly balanced body, with broad shoulders and a thin
waist. His brown, scuffed and worn boots perfected the appearance
of a modern day cowboy slash farmer.

His excitement appeared to grow by the
minute. “The old lady, Miss Leah, she’s been dead for years and
nobody ever did anything with this spread. I mean the furniture is
still in place just as her and that Wiley fella placed it before he
died in the war.” He shuffled, looked down and then up. “Anyway,”
he continued, his hand on the doorjamb, his weight leaning on his
outstretch arm. “I got to thinkin’, I could use a job. I’m laid off
over at the plant in town and I sure…yep, I, um…sure could use a
job.”

“Before you go on…”

He didn’t let her finish. “I kinda hoped you
might be needin’ a hand, someone to work the orchards. They’re
still in workable shape. They do need some tendin’ to.” His voice
grew positive at this and he pointed with his hat toward the trees.
“I know how to…”

“Eli,” she interrupted, “I appreciate your
offer and if I planned on staying I’d probably take you up on it,
but you see, I’m waiting for the realtor. Actually,” she looked at
her watch, “she should be here any time.”

“I know you’re plannin’ on sellin’, but I
thought maybe, if I offered my help…”

“Eli, I want to go home.”

“Oh.”

Taken aback and surprised, she winced
noticing the blush spreading over his cheeks. “It’s just that I
can’t take it any longer. You do realize there isn’t even running
water or electricity. The old lady who lived here, Miss Leah, must
have been a real eccentric.”

He ran his hand through his hair. “Yeah, Miss
Leah didn’t need any of the newfangled inventions to get
along. At least that’s what she’d tell people. I mean, I heard all
this second hand, of course.” He licked his lips and grinned. “She
died before I was born. Boy, I wish I had known her, though. She
still took her horse and buggy into town long after automobiles
were invented, sellin’ her fruit. Locals had a place for her to
park. A few of the shops up town kept the hitching posts she used.
For nostalgia, I reckon.”

“She died before you were born, but it sounds
like you did know her.”

He shook his head and laughed. “Maybe
so.”

Confused, she questioned him. “Why didn’t the
county or someone turn this place into a museum?”

“I don’t know. Somethin’ to do with the house
being in limbo for so long. Looking for the rightful owners, I
reckon. Then things died down and no one gave a mite.”

“Except you,” she said, smiling.

“Except me.” He took a step closer, a sad
gleam in his eye. His shoulder leaning on one of the pillars, he
bit at his thumbnail and glanced over the tops of the trees. “I
loved to come here and sleep alone. I’d go on up and lay in one of
the old beds and make me a fire in the fireplace.” He ran a hand
along the pillar, appearing to study it, as if getting pleasure
from it. “Don’t get me wrong none. The place was locked up tight as
a fortress, but I found a way. I’m probably the reason people think
the place is haunted. What with me walking around with candles to
find my way and all. I thought of it as my own.”

It hadn’t occurred to her somebody might find
a house full of abundant historic artifacts alluring and her
contemplative gaze came to rest on the pillar his hand caressed
moments earlier. She also never imagined she’d find another man
attractive after a life of only Hubert.

Observing him, standing respectfully in the
slight wind, his hair waving faintly, a warm feeling grew in the
pit of her stomach. His bicep’s definition, plainly seen through
the fabric of his sleeve, brought the sense of touch first and
foremost to her mind and she discerned the hair on his forearm. His
hands, rugged and scarred, told the story of a man used to hard
work.

Men of his type never turned her head while
she lived in Manhattan. Farmers, not found in copious amounts in
the midst of New York City, a man fitting his description bopping
around town most often held the trade of piano mover or appliance
repairman. Not the class of humanity she’d normally associate with
on a social level anyway, more so, perhaps, to vaguely inform where
the malfunctioning heating vent lay in the back hall before leaving
for a lunch date. She didn’t consider herself a snob. It was simply
how she was raised. She found it odd she talked to him so
effortlessly, as she never spoke, really spoke, to anyone like him
before.

Hugh, an inch or two shorter than she, suited
her fine all the years they walked through life as a couple, but
looking at Eli, something stirred inside, something she’d never
felt before. Bordering on primeval, the instinctual nature of some
vestal remnant of ancestors dead for thousands of years lurked in
her hormones and screamed, He’ll make good hunter, provide fire
and shelter, must mate.

He moved closer, but before they delved into
the deeper nuances of a newfound friendship, a voice called from
the lane.

“You-who.” A high-pitched screech met their
ears.

An expensive red suit encased the over-ripe
body of the realtor and the overpowering vapors of Channel #5
wafted around her. Her dark, brown bouffant, piled half a foot high
and her stenciled eyebrows, shocked and frightened Jaylyn.

“Mrs. Danvers, hi,” Jaylyn gushed to a
beaming, red face with too much makeup.

Jaylyn turned. “This is a neighbor, Eli…”

Not allowing her to finish, Mrs. Danvers’
smile faded.

“Yes, I know Eli.” Looking at Jaylyn, she
said, “Let’s get going on this, dear, shall we? I’m a busy
woman.”

Jaylyn, confused by her apparent dislike of
Eli, invited her in.

“Thank you,” Mrs. Danvers said, stepping over
the threshold.

“Please, call me Jaylyn.”

Mrs. Danvers didn’t reciprocate the easing of
formalities as she whipped her head to and fro.

Still on the porch, Jaylyn grabbed his
sleeve. “Eli, you come, too.” Her teeth grit tightly, causing a
pain to shoot through her jaw. Sidling up to him and speaking with
the mouth set of a ventriloquist, she asked, “Why didn’t you tell
me she was such a bitch?”

“I thought you knew,” he whispered back.

Mrs. Danvers glanced at the two of them
suspiciously.

Clearing his throat, he said loudly, “Much
obliged, Jaylyn. Don’t mind if I do come on in.”

Mrs. Danvers scoffed. “My, my. I don’t
remember this house being in such awful shape when I sold it to
your fiancé, but it’s in dreadful, dreadful condition, isn’t
it?”

Jaylyn recalled the web posting of the
property and it sure didn’t ring true Mrs. Danvers thought of it
that way. Her description compared it to Tara before the war, not
after. “That’s funny, when you sold it to my fiancé, you told him
what a wonderfully sound structure he’d purchased.”

“Hmm, did I?” She ran her finger over a side
table.

“I’m only asking what we paid for it. I don’t
expect to make a profit,” Jaylyn said.

“Oh, and you won’t, dear.” Mrs. Danvers
shrewdly answered. In the dining room, her nose crinkled, bringing
forth a sneeze. “What do I smell?”

Excited, Jaylyn pointed to the litter box in
the corner. “I’ve acquired a kitten.”

Mrs. Danvers sniffed off-handedly. “I hate
cats. I’m also allergic.”

Jaylyn ignored her comment and continued to
follow the realtor who checked off items and took notes.

Eli squatted by Little Bit.

His muscular thighs practically split the
seams of his worn jeans and Jaylyn couldn’t stop her gaze from
settling on them.

“Does the place have electricity or indoor
plumbing?”

Jaylyn shook her head. “No, but you know
that.”

“I need to ask, dear.”

“We, I, my fiancé, the one who bought this
place from you left—he—we’re no longer together. We didn’t fix
anything and I want to go home to New York as soon as
possible.”

“I can’t promise I can sell it without heat,
electric or water.”

“But we bought it,” Jaylyn said, “without any
of those.”

“Yes, dear, but people like you don’t come
along every day.”

Sensing an insult, Jaylyn bristled.

Eli rose and walked to Jaylyn’s side and
whispered in her ear. “Tell her to kiss your…”

Jaylyn gave him a slight shove. “Stop
it.”

Mrs. Danvers’ eyes flashed her way. “What,
dear?”

“Nothing.” She hoped her smile reassured Mrs.
Danvers.

“Now, let me get this straight, you want to
sell everything with the house, true?”

“Yes, it’ll make it much easier for me.”
Growing impatient, Jaylyn stood firm. “Mrs. Danvers, as I’ve
mentioned, I want to make back what we paid. I don’t think that’ll
be too difficult.”

After she checked off another item on her
realtor list, she sighed and with a haughty air, replied. “The
house is a hindrance to the sale, anyway.”

“What does that mean?” Eli asked.

Mrs. Danvers swiveled his way. “Excuse me, I
didn’t realize your name was on the mortgage.”

Holding back, Jaylyn saw his jaw muscles
tighten. The realtor rubbed her stubby finger along the back of a
chair, brought it to her eye to inspect the dust collected on it
and frowned. “I believe there’s an interested buyer.”

“That’s wonderful!” Jaylyn, caught off guard
by the comment, sized up the realtor. “So how come you said the
house is a hindrance?”

Exhaling loudly, Mrs. Danvers spoke loudly.
“If all goes as planned it’ll be torn down. The buyer wants the
land, not the house.” She obviously took particular joy in the
shock registering across Eli’s face, because that’s where her gaze
was trained.

“You…can’t…be…serious?” he said
gradually.

“Oh, I’m perfectly serious,” she gloated.

“They’re going to tear the house down?” Eli
whispered to no one.

Jaylyn turned toward him, his face molded
into disbelief, broke her heart. She regarded Mrs. Danvers
forthrightly. “But it’s a landmark. Are you sure the historical
society won’t fight you on this?”

Pulling a camera from her purse, Mrs. Danvers
removed the lens cover and blew off dust. Apathetically, she gazed
toward Jaylyn. “I’m sure it’ll all go along smoothly, my dear. No
one’s cared about this old house for years. At least anyone of any
worth.” She glanced over at Eli. “It’s a mess.”

“You’ve wanted this place destroyed for
years, Danvers.” From the look on his face, he barely refrained
from the heinous crime of murder.

“Maybe I have. I’m the only one who took any
interest in it.”

He shook his head.

“You could have bought the place yourself,”
she said snidely.

“What! With the price you were asking. You
knew darn well, I couldn’t afford it. Why only a fool would
pay…”

Jaylyn raised an eyebrow at him.

As if bored by their company, Mrs. Danvers
exhaled noisily. “Let’s find someplace to sit and do the paperwork
and I’ll take a few pictures of the property.”

“You’re going to go through with it?” Eli
gasped quietly as Jaylyn passed by him on her way into the
kitchen.

“Yes,” she whispered back. “I want to go
home.”

“Excuse me?” Mrs. Danvers voice hid a slight
hint of rebuke.

“I said I want to go home.”

“Yes, I’m sure you do, dear.” She eyed Eli
with disdain. “Don’t you have anything else to do, Eli? Some of us
work you know. Oh, wait, you’re laid off. I forgot.” Mrs. Danvers
put the paperwork on the table.

Jaylyn grimaced at the uncalled for and
uncomfortable to hear comment. The front door slammed and she
swiftly turned her head in its direction. “Mrs. Danvers, would you
forgive me a moment?”

“Certainly, my dear. It’ll take me a minute
to gather this paperwork together.”

Jaylyn found Eli sitting in a rocker on the
porch. Upon seeing her, his face white as a sheet, gazed her
way.

“They’re going to destroy it. Wall by wall.
Unbelievable. And you’re going to let it happen.”

“Eli, I had no idea. But try to understand.
This isn’t my home. I don’t belong. I miss the city.” God, he was
beautiful. She stared in disbelief. His shoulders could land small
aircraft.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” he
whispered. “Jaylyn, you can’t go through with this. You…you have no
idea what you’d be destroying. Please reconsider.”

“Is everything all right, dear?” The
penetrating noise of Mrs. Danvers’ question wreaked the air.

“I’m fine.” Jaylyn wiped at her brow,
confused and drained.

Eli, hat in hand, stood. “If they tear down
this house, they’ll be committing murder. This house has a soul.”
He walked off the porch without a goodbye, without so much as a
glance her way.

Jaylyn watched the beauty of his form go down
the lane.

His statement, This house has a soul,
echoed through her mind. But why should she care? She didn’t know
the guy. What right did he have to tell her what to do? On the same
course, however, why did Mrs. Danvers feel she had a right to tell
her what to do either? With a couple of steps backward, she gazed
up at the structure. It is alive. She bit at her lower lip
and tried to squelch the growing embers of confusion in her head.
Lowered into the chair Eli vacated, she stared long and hard at the
lane. A minute later, enhanced with a newfound bravado, she walked
back into the house.

“Mrs. Danvers, like I said, I’m not taking
anything less than I paid.” She surprised herself with the
self-confidence booming from her as she entered the kitchen.

“You do realize, don’t you, my dear, we’re in
a recession. The bottom fell out of the real estate market. You
bought when it was high. Now, it’s low.”

“I’m not taking anything less than what I
paid.”
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