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Jake stood looking at the old motel he’d inherited, the one the locals shunned. Well, he wouldn’t need locals to make this place a success. It was the tourists he was looking for. The Carlson House was a true relic of the American West and if you were lucky, you might see a ghost or two. He laughed to himself. Every old building has to have its haunts.
He went up to the old door. Jake could see everything was original. It was the same as when his great, great grandfather, the original Jake Carlson owned it. There had been no renovations, very little upkeep. Dilapidation and decay showed themselves with peeled paint and bare board siding, a pronounced sag in the roof that supported the wrap-around porch. There were some broken windows and hanging shutters that fluttered askew in the breeze, rusty hinges softly squealed for help and oil.
He walked through the old scalloped door with a beveled glass diamond design. “Yes,” he thought, repairable and restorable. The entrance lobby was wide and spacious with a stairwell that led to the rooms that wrapped from the left side around to the right side. A desk was placed in the center. To the right was where the old saloon had been and to the left was a spacious dining room. He gasped at how large the interior seemed. He hadn’t pictured this much room from the outside. He smiled. This place could be a gold mine.
He heard a noise from inside the saloon. “Mice,” he thought, but went inside to look. The old saloon stood as it had 150 years ago. The bar was long with wooden columns rising to the ceiling. Behind the bar stood the old mirror, dusty and cobweb covered, by some miracle, still intact. Well almost anyway, there was a small chip out of the bottom right corner. He looked closer at it. It looked like a bullet hole! It couldn’t be. But the more he looked at it the more he became convinced that it was.
This had been the Old West. He turned and pictured the men sitting around the tables, smoking, playing poker, drinking rye, wearing their guns. He smiled. Jake could almost hear the old piano playing, it still stood in the corner. It may seem cool now, but it was deadly times.
That was when he heard it, a scream of terror and then a gunshot!
He ran out into the lobby. It had sounded like it had come from inside, but he was certain there was no one else there. He ran up the old stairwell and listened. There was dead silence, no creaks, old building groans, just silence.
He ran back down the stairs and outside. It was quiet and there were no signs of movement. Jake quickly walked around the outside of the hotel, but there was no sign of anything, anyone, anywhere. He shook his head and went back inside. He must have been focusing on the old days of the saloon so much, he imagined he heard the shot that made the hole in the mirror. That was it, an overactive mind in a strange place.
It was time he went back to town. It was getting late and there was no electricity to the old hotel. This was going to be a big project that would take considerable resources. It was time to start negotiating. He got into his car and drove back towards Sandstone Junction, Colorado.
Jake parked at his motel and went into the office. “You don’t know of any good building restorers, do you?”
The overweight clerk stood up and looked at him. Then he spoke, “You mean to work out at the Carlson House? I could, but none of them would take the job.”
“Why? What’s the matter?” Jake hadn’t counted on this. He’d always thought there’d be someone who wanted to make some money.
The clerk looked at him like he was stupid. “Don’t you know that screams come from that place after sunset,” he looked very seriously at Jake. “You’re not going to get anyone to work out there from here. You’ll have to import your workers.”
“Well at least you can give me the key to my room, right?”
“No problem, Mr. Carlson.” He grinned and handed him the key. “A pleasure to do business with you.”
Jake went to his room muttering under his breath. What was so wrong about the place? So there’d been rumors of a ghost or a couple of ghosts. The lawyer that had handled the inheritance had been vague on that point. It had been handed down through the family from generation to generation, none would occupy or rent the property. No one could sell it, since no one would buy it.
Jake remembered thinking “How bad could things be?” Hell, these days ghosts were popular, staying in a haunted hotel had marketable possibilities. If he could get things fixed up, a flashy webpage going, he could market it and have people coming from all over the world. It had seemed like a good idea at the time.
There still had to be a way to make it work. There had to be some local contractor that would take the job. Jake fell asleep wrestling with the argument.
The next day things seemed a little brighter. He piled in his car and went to a local diner. Ham and eggs with strong coffee was what he needed. He had slept hard and his brain was encased in cobwebs. A waitress got his order and it wasn’t long before he could wrap his tongue around a syllable. He took out his cell phone.
The motel clerk had been right. He called contractor after contractor and as soon as they heard where the job was, they declined. Finally, one man said he would do it for double wages and he quits work promptly at five o’clock. Jake accepted his terms having little choice left to him. It was still cheaper than importing a contractor.
Jimmy Duquaine had agreed to meet him there for a preliminary look to see what should be done and what could be done. In old buildings, they were often two different things and they frequently conflicted.
The old motel stood quiet in the afternoon. Jimmy and Jake walked around the outside of the building. Jimmy was taking notes and muttering things that Jake only half-caught. "Mmmm replace top siding boards, mmmm west window, mmmmm foundation solid, mmmmmm.”
“I’ll show you the inside.” Hoping once they were inside, Jimmy would start talking to Jake and not to himself.
Jimmy muttered behind him. They went into the great horse-shoe shaped lobby. Jimmy finally said something clear and aloud, “This really was quite a place wasn’t it?” He looked around, impressed with the once grandeur that still shone through the dilapidation. “The place doesn’t look so spooky in the daylight.”
“It’s not spooky, it’s just an old building,” Jake responded.
“Hey, you haven’t had to live with the old stories about this place. Nobody comes near here. People died here.”
“Good grief, Jimmy, this was the Old West. People died everywhere.”
“Yeah, but these decided to stick around. The dead ones are still here.”
“How do you know? Have you seen them?”
“Well, no, but people say there are screams and shots that come from here when there’s no one around.”
“Have you ever heard them? And if it happens when no one’s around, how would anybody know about it?”
Jimmy looked puzzled as he mulled over that last point. “I get what you’re saying. But I don’t know…”His voice trailed off.
Jake decided he’d gotten about as far as he was going to and steered Jimmy to the saloon. Again, Jimmy was impressed with the elaborate antiquity that he saw.
“Can you fix it up?” Jake asked.
“I think it’s all restorable. I’m surprised everything is in as good of shape after all these years of abandonment. It’ll cost and it’ll take a lot of work, but I think it can be brought back.”
Jake smiled. It was what he wanted to hear. Finally something seemed to be coming together. “When can you start?”
“Tomorrow, but remember, I’m leaving at five. No later.”
“That’s fine,” said Jake. Something getting done was better than none. It would take a little longer this way, but his plans for the place would take time to formulate and set up. This would give him time to work out his business plans, develop his marketing strategy.
Jimmy looked around a little more, mumbling to himself and making notes. Then he said goodbye to Jake, got into his pick-up truck and left.
Jake felt that by getting him out there, he had accomplished something. He walked around inside the old motel, not anxious to get back to the lumpy bed at the motel. He stood looking at the old bar in the saloon. He loved the richness in the wood. The sun was setting and the light shone through the broken window highlighting the dark brown with a thick evening yellow glow. The entire room seemed to fill with the richness of the sunset mingling with its age.
He realized that it was getting late. Jake turned to go and next to him stood a woman, a beauty that looked up at him with desperate eyes. Her dress was a bit old fashioned, but this was Colorado, it wasn’t unusual. “Thank God you’re back, Jake,” she said. “I thought you wouldn’t make it.”
“Do I know you?” asked Jake
“C’mon Jake, this isn’t the time for jokes. We’ve got to get out of here.”
“Do I know you?” Jake was puzzled. Her deep blue eyes searched his, her cream colored face was framed by her auburn curls. Her lips were rich and full.
“Jake, you aren’t funny. You can’t forget your fiancée.”
“Now I know I would have remembered that,” he grinned. She seemed so earnest, so convinced that he should know what she was talking about. “Tell me what’s wrong, what’s going on?”
“You know damn well what’s going on,” she yelled at him. “We’ve got to get going, before he gets here. Please Jake, come on, please.” The look on her face was one of desperation and fear. Her eyes plead with him.
“Is someone chasing you?” Jake looked past her to see if someone was coming behind, someone he might have to confront about the state they’d put this poor woman in.
“Jake, you know who it is. Stop this!”
He wanted to understand, but he didn’t. She was in obvious distress and he wanted to help. She was beautiful, but her delusion of knowing him, being her fiancée, that was, to say the least, unsettling.
“Who are you?” he asked.
This made her nearly break down in tears. “Oh Jake, how can you ask something like that? I’m your Kate. Sweet, sweet Kate you always call me.” Again, her eyes begged. He thought he saw tears welling up in them.
Jake turned away, not wanting to see her, deciding what his next move should be. Should he give her a ride back into town? Could what she’s running from be someone in town?
”Please Jake, don’t do this to me. Don’t be so cruel, not now, not when …” her words trailed off.
He turned back towards her. She was gone. Jake looked around. Where had she gone? He didn’t hear any of the doors opening or closing. He went out into the main lobby. It was empty. He checked in the dining room. Nothing. He went outside. He called, “Kate.” There was no response. Where could she have gone? Maybe she ran off down the road.
Jake went over to his car and jumped in. He followed the long drive out to the main road. There was nothing, no sign of her. One thing was sure, she was no longer at the old hotel and she wasn’t along the trail so she must have run off through the woods. She had sure seemed sincere.
The encounter stayed in his mind the rest of the night. He couldn’t sleep and when he finally got up, he was grumpy. His encounter with this Kate had been strange at the very least and her insistence at knowing him, even being his fiancée, had him baffled.
She hadn’t given a last name for him to look up or investigate. Jake simply couldn’t picture himself asking around town for a mystery woman known only as Kate. The name wasn’t that uncommon.
He took a shower and then made his way to the diner he’d made his regular morning stop. It was the strong coffee he relished. As his breakfast arrived his cell phone rang. It was Jimmy. He was letting Jake know he wouldn’t be at the motel until later because he needed to order supplies for the job.
Jake decided it would be a good opportunity to do some research on the background of the motel. He would need it for the website to tout the historic appeal of a stay there. Libraries usually carried microfilms of old local newspapers, so Jake made that his morning project.
The Library was an old cut stone building that looked like it had stood for a hundred years and would probably still be there for another hundred. The inside was vast and open, filled with shelf after shelf of new and old books. The second level was open, mezzanine fashion. In the center of the room was a long oak counter that was occupied by an elderly woman who appeared to be in her later sixties. She smiled at him as he walked in, cheerily welcoming him to the Sandstone Junction Library.
“How can I help you,” she asked.
“I want to look at some old newspapers to do some research.”
“Oh, alright,” she looked at him. “Are you new in town? I’ve lived here all my life and I don’t think I’ve ever seen you.”
“Yeah, I’m new,” answered Jake. “My name’s Jake Carlson and I recently acquired the old Carlson House.” He waited for the usual reaction. To his surprise he didn’t get it.
“Well, welcome to our little community, Mr. Carlson. I’m Martha Wright. Is there anything specific you’re doing research on?” Her smile was genuine and a welcome change.
“The Carlson House, around 1860” he answered cautiously.
Again, she smiled at him. “I suspect what you’re looking for would be 1863. You can’t live here without knowing the story. You grow up with the lore and it has stuck with the community. But, I’m sure you’re trying to get away from the stories and find out the real facts.” She came out from behind the counter and led him over to a small row of machines that looked like they could be computer monitors. They weren’t.
“These are our microfilm readers. Have you ever used one before?”
Jake shook his head.
“Then I will help you get set up.” She turned and opened a set of filing cabinets and brought out a box that contained a roll of film.
While she was setting it up, Jake continued the conversation. “I inherited the old place and I want to restore it and turn it into a hotel once again. My family never told me any of the stories about what happened there, so I’m in the dark about the story behind it. All I know is everyone says it’s haunted and I can’t get anyone to go out there.”
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