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Prologue

 


“Don’t die, Miss
Lizabeth.” Missy slumped over the edge of the mahogany four-poster
bed. Hot tears spilled from swollen eyes and stung her cocoa
cheeks. “Please don’t die.”

Elizabeth attempted to squeeze Missy’s
hand, and fluttered her eyes. “I’m weak. I can’t hold on much
longer. I’m not sure I want to hold on. I’m ready to die. I want to
join Gerald. I long to be with him.”

Elizabeth Griffith lay in the center
of the bed, a mere shell of a once vibrant woman. Her peaches and
cream skin was now colorless and pale. She was helpless and no
longer possessed the will to fight.

Missy ambled to the washbasin,
submerged the cloth in the cool water and wrung out the excess. She
carefully folded the fabric and placed it across Elizabeth’s
forehead to cool her fevered heat.

“You’s mustn’t speak that
way, Miss Lizabeth. Grant needs you. I needs you, Miss Lizabeth.”
Missy eased into the chair next to Elizabeth’s side. She took the
cup of soup from the bedside table with quivering fingers. “You
must eat, Miss Lizabeth. You needs your strength.”

Missy put her hand behind Elizabeth’s
neck and raised her fragile body. She propped pillows behind her
head and elevated her to a comfortable sitting position. Carefully
holding the cup to Elizabeth’s parched dry lips, she tipped it to
offer a small sip.

“Listen to me, Missy,” She
balled her frail hand into a fist over her mouth and coughed. “It’s
very important.” Elizabeth glanced at Missy, who sat on the edge of
her chair, and patted her hand. The corner of Elizabeth’s mouth
lifted to a weary smile. “Get closer.”

Missy obediently sat on the bed with
the soup cup in her hand. She started toward Elizabeth’s mouth.
Elizabeth turned her head and held out her hand.

“No more,” Elizabeth
struggled, “I need to talk to you. Please let me finish. We haven’t
much time.”

“Yes’m.” Missy placed the
cup on the tray and inched closer to Elizabeth.

“I’ve been sick for a long
time. A very long time.”

“You’ll get better, Miss
Lizabeth. I knows you’ll get better. You’s so young.”

Elizabeth continued, “I long to hold
Grant. I want so much to hold my son in my arms, but I can’t. I
yearn for him, but I mustn't let him catch the sickness. I’m dying,
Missy. A part of me has died every day since learning of Gerald’s
death. Now the sickness has consumed me. My strength is gone. Even
the doctor said he’s done everything possible.”

“Don’t talk like that,
Miss Lizabeth,” Missy sobbed. Removing a handkerchief from her
tattered apron pocket, she dabbed at the tears that welled in her
eyes.

“I’m not unhappy, Missy. I
want to be with Gerald. I have missed him so. I’m happy. I feel at
peace.”

Elizabeth closed her eyes. “Grant is
so young. I hope one day he finds the letters I left for him. That
part of me I wish him to have, to remember.”

“No, Miss Lizabeth, no.”
Missy sobbed.

“Tell him I love him. I
will always watch over him. I want him to be happy and never shed a
tear for me, for I am going to a better place. To be with
Gerald.”

“I tell him, Miss
Lizabeth. If you wants me to.”

“I want you to, Missy.
It’s very important.”

“You knows you can count
on me.”

“Do you believe in life
after death, Missy dear?”

“You means ghosts, Miss
Lizabeth. I don’t want to talk about no ghosts.”

“Okay, okay.” Elizabeth
managed to laugh. “It’s just sometimes I have dreams of my
grandmother. They always seem real.”

“Just a dream, Miss
Lizabeth. Everyone dreams.”

“Perhaps you’re right, my
dear. The war’s over and you’re free. You’ve always been a friend
to me and took care of me unselfishly. You grew up on
Magnolia Estate and
you’ve been like family. Please take the clothes and money I gave
you, and start a new life of your own. You deserve it. I love you
Missy, just as I’ve loved my family.” Elizabeth closed her eyes and
slept within seconds.

Missy lowered her back on the bed and
remained by her side. She leaned over the side of the bed
exhausted, and fell asleep.

The next morning came quickly, and the
sun was high in the sky. Missy rose and wiped her eyes with her
sleeve. She glanced at Elizabeth.

“Miss Lizabeth, Miss
Lizabeth.” Missy touched her, feeling the coldness of her
body.

“No,” Missy screamed,
breaking the still silence surrounding her. “No!”


 


One

 


“Here we are. Forty-eight
Magnolia Place. The old Griffith house.”

Sarah Griffith threw open the cab
door, swung her legs out, and rushed toward the massive wrought
iron gate. She pressed her face between gaps in the cold iron,
shielded her eyes with her hands, and gazed through. The majestic
Southern mansion stood a quarter mile from the road. Fully bloomed
magnolia trees bordered the drive on either side, their sheer size
indicative of their deep-rooted age. Regal oaks dripping with
Spanish moss graced the open yard. Well-manicured green grass
carpeted the grounds from the road to the front porch, and
multi-colored pansies edged the entranceway to the enormous manor.
She wrung her hands together and pondered her sudden
unsettledness.

“I’m home,” she mumbled,
and stared straight ahead. “I can’t believe I’m here.”

“Ma’am?” the driver
muttered.

Sparkling windows expanded the entire
length of the first and second floor. Dark green shutters framed
them against the stark white backdrop. A huge porch supported round
columns stretching the height of the home, the width of each as
wide as the trunks of the oak trees adorning the open yard. Double
doors standing twelve feet high marked the entrance. The estate
house was as grand as any Southern mansion portrayed in glossy
magazines.

“I can’t believe this,”
Sarah whispered. “This place is unbelievable.”

With slim fingers, she punched the
code provided by the probate attorney into the entrance keypad, and
the gates swung inward. The driver proceeded through the gate. As
they drove the short distance to the house, Sarah was pleased
gardeners were retained after her great uncle’s death, and wondered
what other arrangements were made for the upkeep. She looked
forward to meeting the probate attorney to learn as much as
possible about the new life she was destined to begin.

“I don’t think anyone’s
been here since the death of old man Griffith a few months ago,”
the taxi driver said. “Did you know him?”

“Well, not really. He was
a relative, but we never met. He left this place to me. It’s my
home.”

“That’s cool. I’d swear
I’d died and gone to heaven if I lived in a place like this. What’s
it like on the inside?”



A shiver of excitement trailed down
her spine, and the corner of her lips turned upward, escalating
into an enormous grim. “I don’t know. First time here.”

The taxi pulled to the front and
stopped. They got out, and the driver moseyed around to the trunk,
removed the luggage, and tossed the suitcases on the front porch
beside the large double doors. The painted wooden slats creaked
underneath Sarah’s feet. She fumbled in her purse for the key, and
slipped the driver forty dollars.

“Keep the change. I
appreciate the ride.”

“I’ll take your bags
inside if you’d like.” He smiled.

“No, thank you anyway.”
She had fantasized about opening the door to Magnolia Estate,
stepping inside and standing in the spot generations of her family
graced before her. No, she could not let him go in with her, she
had to enter alone.

The taxi pulled away from the house,
and the iron gate clamped closed behind it. The key turned the lock
easily. When she opened the door, she gasped, and stepped into the
grand foyer with marble floors. Flipping the light switch, crystals
glistened overhead, and beads of light danced across the walls. She
sniffed the sweet magnolias in the vase on the drum table in the
center of the entryway.

She turned to an impressive life-size
painting of an elegant lady dressed in Victorian style clothing. A
flowing white lace dress trimmed in pale blue covered her
statuesque frame. Soft brown ringlets spilled down the subject’s
face. The frozen look on her face was proper but sensuous, and the
slight curve of her lips indicated a faint smile. Piercing green
eyes seemed to share a whispered secret with the artist who
captured her beauty forever.

After a quick study of the painting,
she recognized the familiarity with her own facial features. The
woman was older than Sarah’s twenty-eight years, but the
resemblance was uncanny. She ran her fingers through her hair, and
again scanned the canvas, starting at the bottom and moving upward
to the face. When her gaze reached the lady’s eyes, she staggered,
caught herself, and massaged her temples.

A cool breeze whipped through the
foyer. The sides of her hair blew, and she gasped. She wrapped her
arms around her ice-cold skin, and her heart pounded as if she had
just participated in a marathon. With still unstable legs, she
struggled to remain upright. Her purse slipped through her fingers,
making a thud as it hit the cool marble. A scream caught in her
closed, dry throat, but could not escape her lips. Perspiration
beaded on her forehead, and she stared at her likeness, transfixed,
as chills crept through her icy body.

“This is silly,” she
mumbled. She did not believe in anything extraordinary. Oh, no,
quite the opposite. There was an answer for everything, a
legitimate answer. It had to be her imagination playing cruel
tricks. There was no other explanation. She grabbed her purse and scooped up the spilled contents,
confident it was a fluke.

Beyond the foyer, a grand oak
staircase curved upward to the second floor. Wooden flowers and
cherubs were hand-carved in the railing, and finished in a rich
stain that matched the flight of stairs. At the top of the
staircase was a long, wide hall, with doors to many rooms. Splendid
Victorian-style electrical fixtures with crystal prisms ran the
length of the hall, reminiscent of candle sconces from eras
past.

Long, dark shadows covered the floor,
and Sarah’s watch indicated seven-thirty. She pulled her suitcases
inside the foyer and closed the door. Her immediate need for a
comfortable bedroom superseded her desire to explore the balance of
the house.

Leaving the suitcases in the foyer,
she climbed the stairs, rubbing her hand along the top of the
smooth railing as she thrust upward. At the top, centered in the
long hallway, she opened the double doors to a large bedroom with a
king-size canopy bed. A quick bounce on the crisp white linens
tested the firmness.

She surveyed the room, and noted the
bedside tables topped with Tiffany-style lamps in rich greens
matching the carpet. An ornate gilded mirror covered the length of
an antique dresser against one wall. A smaller bureau was in one
corner with a river landscape painting hanging above it. A bathroom
with a shower and roman tub adjoined a small hallway that doubled
as a powder room. Luscious clean white towels and toiletries were
scattered tastefully about the counter.

The room suited her needs, so she
retrieved the suitcases from the foyer, unpacked, grabbed her robe,
and headed to the bathroom. After a relaxing soak, she searched for
the kitchen.

Downstairs, past the foyer and several
large rooms filled with furniture covered in sheets, she located a
modern kitchen. The pantry and refrigerator were stocked full of
meats, vegetables, and canned goods. The cabinets housed dishes of
every imaginable kind. She found a glass, rinsed, and filled it
with ice and coke.

Ring…ring.

With the pealing of the telephone, she
juggled her glass, steadying it before the soda spilled, and
giggled. “Silly me. It’s the phone. I’m such a scaredy-cat. I don’t
know what’s wrong with me.”

The phone rang again.

Following the sound, she stepped into
the hall and spotted a telephone on a small walnut table. “There it
is.” Lifting the phone, she held the receiver to her ear.
“Hello.”

“Sarah… Sarah
Griffith?”

“Speaking.”

“Well, hello young lady.
I’m glad to see you arrived safely. This is Bryan Furman, your
Great-Uncle Frank’s estate attorney.”

“Hello, Mr. Furman. How
nice of you to call. I arrived, thank you.”

“I hope you found
everything to your liking.”

“It’s wonderful. You did
an excellent job. I have everything to make me feel right at home.
This is one of the most beautiful houses I’ve ever seen. It’s much
different than my modest apartment in Manhattan.”

“Different it is, my dear,
yes indeed. However, you did arrive when the house was the most
picturesque with all the wonderful blooms. Savannah is
gorgeous this time of
the year.”

“The drive through town
was nice. It seemed quaint. I can’t wait to look
around.”

“You’ll have plenty of
time. First, we need to attend to business. I have paperwork that
requires your signature so we can initiate the property transfer to
your name. Perhaps I could stop by tomorrow. Let’s say midday,
around eleven-thirty or twelve.”

Sarah giggled and twirled the ends of
her hair in her fingers. “It’s not as if I have anything else to
do. I guess eleven-thirty or twelve sounds fine.”

“Get a good night’s sleep
and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Thanks for calling.
Goodbye.” She replaced the receiver in the cradle and started up
the stairs to the bedroom. She paused at the painting.

***

“So, I guess she made it.”
Josephine Furman fumed. “You said she’d never come.”

Bryan relaxed in his overstuffed chair
and sighed. Resting his elbows on the leather-covered arms, his
body felt as though it carried a heavy weight.

He looked at his stylish wife, so
elegant in the wingback chair, yet so temperamental. Even though
they were both well into their sixties, he still loved her as much
as the day they met. He would do anything for her. The difference
from her youth was hair grayed with time, and wrinkles that creased
a once-perfect face.

“You didn’t have to slam
your drink on the table, and you don’t have to be so sarcastic. I
know what I said. I was wrong.” She stomped to the window, her
backside facing him. The stiffness of her body indicated that she
was livid. He was as familiar with her body language as he was his
own.

“This’ll ruin everything,
you know.”

He approached her, and wrapped his
arms around her shoulders. She brushed them off and turned away.
Shrugging his shoulders, he shook his head. “Come on, Honey.
Everything’s fine. This won’t ruin anything. Things are great the
way they are. We have a fabulous life. I know we found her, but we
still have each other. That’s what matters.”

“I can’t believe you found
her,” Josephine sneered, and turned around. “I thought you told me
she wouldn’t be located.”

“It was a quirk and you
know it. At first, I thought she didn’t exist. I had no other
choice. The old man’s instructions were specific.”

“After you found her, you
told me she wouldn’t come.”

“I was wrong and I’m
sorry. Now come on, Honey. There’s no use using a belligerent tone
with me, and please wipe that insufferable smirk off your
face.”

“Come on nothing.” She
gritted her teeth. “Right now I’d prefer if you didn’t refer to me
as Honey.”

“I never seem to know the
right thing to say or do.” Bryan flung his arms in the air, and then planted his
hands on his hips.

“Of course you don’t. It’s
obvious you never know what to do or say. Besides, I don’t care
what you have to say. I want to know what you’re going to
do.”

Bryan rubbed his hand across the
bottom of his chin and felt the stubble of a late-day beard. Deep
in concentration, he stared at her, stared through her. A smile
embraced his lips. “There is one thing.”

“Go on.”

“She never read the will.
And if I earn her trust, she never will.”

“I knew you’d think of
something.”

Noticing her face had softened, he
lifted her chin to look into her eyes. “It’s not much and I’m not
making promises, but it’s a start. If she doesn’t read the will,
we’ll go from there. Have faith in me.”

“At least you’re
thinking.” She threw her head back and laughed. “After all, she’s
only one person and there are two of us. Besides, she’s never lived
here. I’m sure she’ll miss her friends in Manhattan. Who knows,
maybe there’s a significant other she’ll want to return
to.”

“I want you to be happy.”
Bryan wrapped his arms around her, lacing his fingers together to
hold her tight. “You know I’ll do anything to make you
happy.”

Wrenching away from his embrace,
Josephine turned, snatched her glass off the table, and stomped out
of the room, leaving Bryan alone.

At his desk, he collapsed into the
chair. Digging the keys from among the change in his pocket, he
unlocked the desk and eased open the top drawer containing the
will. He removed and reviewed the contents.

***

Sarah slid underneath the covers,
sipped her soda and listened to the deafening silence. The only
sound emanated from a clock on the bedside table as it ticked away
the minutes. She was accustomed to being lulled to sleep by the
sound of traffic, occasional sirens, and residents of her apartment
building coming and going throughout the night. It was similar to
falling asleep with an action movie playing on the television. It
would take some work, but she would adapt to her new
environment.

“I can’t believe it. I’m
here.”

With her eyes closed, she saw a vision
of the eyes from the painting staring into hers. She considered
herself a reasonable person, capable of accepting change. For the
first time ever, something unexplainable confronted her.

She shivered. Goose pimples crawled
down her skin. “What’s going on?”


 


Two

 


The clock on the night table read
nine-thirty. There wasn’t much time before Bryan Furman was due to
stop by. Anxious to grow familiar with her new home, she dressed
hurriedly and headed downstairs. She paused in the foyer, recalling
the evening prior, and glanced at her likeness in the painting. The
bodice of the fancy dress was elegant, but she refused to look into
the piercing eyes.

Upon reaching the kitchen, she spotted
the coffeepot tucked in a corner. She rambled around the pantry
until she found coffee, and started the brew. As soon as it was
ready, she poured herself a cup, and sniffed the sweet aroma as she
walked toward the foyer in search of a room to relax with the
morning beverage.

Filled with delight, Sarah discovered
a sitting room, and removed the sheet coverings. When she pulled
open the drapes, light flooded the room. She sat in one of the
ladies chairs. Her head began to spin, and she cradled her head in
the hands as images passed through her head. Ladies, clothed in
frilly long dresses adorned with lace, sat in the room sipping
champagne. Goose bumps covered her arms, and she shook as a chill
passed through her, and visualized herself sitting among the
ladies, chatting. She stood and tried to shake the thoughts. Unable
to do so, with a quickened step, she hurried from the
room.

What an overactive imagination.
Shaking her head, it seemed ridiculous, and the only possible
explanation involved being spooked, wandering around in a big house
alone.

When the doorbell chimed, she glanced
at her watch and headed for the entryway. When she opened the door,
a distinguished gentleman in his sixties, graying around the
temples, stood on the porch. An expensive dark suit wrapped his
slim frame, and his Italian loafers were polished to a fine sheen.
A groomed appearance gave him the look of success, though paternal,
as she’d imagined him from their telephone
conversations.

“Hello.” Sarah
smiled.

“You must be Ms.
Griffith.” Mr. Furman extended his hand. “You’re younger than I
imagined. I see the family resemblance. I’m Bryan
Furman.”

Her hand met his and she gestured for
him to enter. She noticed his back hunched from the weight of his
briefcase. “Yes, please call me Sarah. It’s so nice to meet
you.”

Mr. Furman stepped inside, squared his
shoulders, and followed her into the sitting room. “The pleasure’s
all mine. Please, call me Bryan.”

Sarah motioned him to sit on the sofa.
He accepted, and laid his briefcase beside him. “Can I get you
anything, coffee maybe?” she asked.

Never looking up, he removed files,
stacking them on the mahogany carved coffee table. “That would be
wonderful. I take it black.”

Sarah proceeded to the kitchen. A
short time later she returned with two filled cups, handed one to
Bryan, and sat on the sofa next to him.

“Did you have a nice
evening?” Bryan asked.

“Very nice, indeed. I
don’t know when I’ve slept better. I was tired when I arrived, and
it’s so quiet here.” Sarah watched him organize his
files.

“I trust you’ve had time
to look around.”

“Somewhat, I guess. This
place is large and it’ll take a while. I can’t wait to get the
dusty sheets off everything, but I’m going to take it slow and
easy.”

“Any questions so far, my
dear?”

“Well, maybe one. You’ll
think I’m crazy.” Sarah stared into her cup, a vision of the ladies
in the sitting room still fresh in her memory. She was amid
them.

“Go ahead, my
dear.”

“Oh, never mind. I’m
spooked in this large place by myself. That’s all.”

“Are you sure?” Bryan
asked.

“Yes. Sometimes I can be
rather juvenile. I’m not accustomed to the tranquility.”

“I wouldn’t worry if I
were you, my dear. Whatever it is, this is a huge place, and your
imagination can run rampant in an old house. It is quite a place.
And your great-uncle was a good friend of mine. He loved the
estate; always gave it the best of care. The rose garden was his
favorite, and he pruned and admired the roses for hours on
end.”

“They are
exquisite.”

“There are at least fifty
varieties in the garden, you know. He always kept several vases of
his beauties displayed throughout the house. The estate’s eight
acres are well maintained. He was a perfectionist, your uncle, and
everything had to be flawless. Poor fellow was never the same after
his stroke. We admitted him to a nursing home, so my firm ran the
estate. So, everything met your approval?”

“Everything I’ve seen so
far is absolutely fabulous.”
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