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Prologue
1890 – Ames, Texas
Emily Harris smiled contentedly as she put the last stitch in her embroidered pillowcase.
Emily could hear her three children playing in their attic playroom; every once in a while a shriek pierced the silence of the house, indicating the boys were once again teasing their little sister.
She smiled, set down her needlework and moved to the kitchen where she began supervising dinner preparations. Cyrus would close his office soon and the children would no doubt be hungry within the next hour.
In the attic playroom, Ben and Lewis were indeed torturing their little sister.
“Come on, Lucy. Don’t be a sissy little girl,” Ben taunted. He pulled a large steamer trunk from its place in the corner to where Lucy was standing.
“Here, Lucy. Stand up on this. This is the Outlaw’s horse.”
At ten years of age, Ben’s stature allowed him to dominate most other children, and he took advantage of his size whenever possible. Especially when he towered over his siblings. Now, he easily grabbed a rope dangling from the beam above.
“Yeah, Lucy,” Lewis echoed. “Come on.”
Lucy eyed her brothers with suspicion. Her five-year old instinct told her this was not a good thing for her to be doing; yet she didn’t want to appear a baby in their eyes. Her brothers were not only her playmates, but also she idolized them as being the smartest, best looking children on the block, and she was eager to please them.
She climbed up on the trunk and stood, eyeing the rope Ben held in his hand.
“You mean you want me to put this rope over my head?” She asked Ben.
“Yeah. Put it on, Lucy. Here, I’ll help you.” He moved behind his sister and looped the rope over her head. “We’re playing Outlaw. And how can we play Outlaw if we don’t have somebody to be the Outlaw?”
“Girls aren’t outlaws,” Lucy bargained.
“Yes, there are some girls who were outlaws in the West,” Ben informed her.
Lucy considered this, coming from her smart brother, Ben. If Ben said so, it must be true.
“Okay,” she conceded. “I’m the Outlaw.”
Lewis snickered, mainly to impress his older brother. “Yeah, an outlaw. A girl outlaw, in a prissy blue dress.”
Ben ignored him, as he always did. “Good. Okay, we don’t have a rope hanging from a tree, just the ceiling beam, and you’re not on a horse, but this trunk can be your horse.”“
Lucy’s blue eyes rounded in curiosity. “What’s gonna happen now?”
“This is your horse. You know, the way they did it in the olden days. They would string up the outlaw on his horse, and then they’d whack the horse and make him bolt, and the outlaw would die by hanging.”
“Uh….I don’t know,” Lucy’s voice quavered.
“Sissy girl,” Ben countered.
“Yeah, sissy girl,” Lewis echoed.
“But won’t that hurt?” Lucy’s stance wavered.
“Naw. We’re just pretending. You can pretend hurt, if you want to. You’re a real good pretender, right?”
Lewis nodded at his brother and they both pushed the trunk out from under Lucy’s slipper-clad feet.
“Okay, you outlaw,” Lewis shouted, taking off an imaginary hat and dusting his trousers with it.
Lucy moaned softly, then came a gurgling noise. She raised her hands to her neck, flailed her slipper-clad feet while her eyes screamed in terror.
Lewis, surveying his sister’s plight asked Ben, “Should we cut her down? It looks like she’s not just pretending.”
“Naw. She’s a good pretender. Remember how she got you last week down in the cellar, when she pretended to trip over a box and hurt her knee? She cried real hard, and pretended like she was really hurt, bad. She’s good at that.”
“Well… if you say so.”
Lucy flailed her feet harder, no doubt with her last conscious thought hoping her feet would connect with the trunk, but it was far removed. Her hands struggled with the rope for a few seconds, she continued to make noises, and then her eyes closed and she was still.
Emily closed her sewing box, thinking how she loved her new house, so generously built by Cyrus before their marriage some eleven years ago. She remembered their marriage ceremony, which had been lavish and well attended by the powerbrokers in the county and state. Emily was attired in a white silk gown with long train and veil made of Chantilly lace, imported from Ireland. Her mother’s pearls adorned her slender neck and her black hair, caught up in decorative combs at the sides, allowed only a slender tendril to escape on either side of her porcelain face.
The wedding was held in the large parlor, with French doors open to the garden at the side of the house. The scent of gardenias hung heavily in the spring air, adding to the aroma of myriad floral sprays set around the house. Emily gazed about the scene before she descended the staircase on her father’s arm. Everything was perfect, she smiled to herself. Her wedding would be perfect. Her marriage to Cyrus would be perfect, and she would have perfect children. Emily repeated her vows in front of the assemblage and the bishop of the Methodist Church, serenely confident that she would lead a charmed and perfect life.
Three children arrived rapidly: Ben, Lewis and Lucy, and Emily couldn’t have asked for anything more. Ben, the eldest, was a mirror image of his father. An unruly shock of sandy hair fell over his blue eyes that seemed to see through a person clear to his soul. Active, intelligent and opinionated, Ben was the ringleader in all their games played in the attic playroom that Emily had furnished especially for her privileged children. A large rocking horse from England, hand-carved, larger than most, dominated the large room. Surrounding the signature piece were stuffed animals: a giraffe, a giant turtle and a camel. Raggedy Ann and Andy leaned alongside one book-lined wall and maps of the world adorned the other three walls of the attic room. Three small school desks were pushed against the walls, along with a large steamer trunk containing even more toys and books.
Lewis followed his older brother’s lead in their playtime and learning. Also blue-eyed, his hair coloring was lighter in color than Ben’s, and he seemed more compliant than Ben, less adventurous and perhaps a bit more inclined to be quiet and studious.
Lucy. Ah, Lucy. Stunningly beautiful little Lucy. In sharp contrast to her brothers’ fair coloring, the little girl’s dark eyes and black, curly hair captured everybody’s attention. She talked early, walked earlier than her brothers, and followed their every move with glee.
Even unto the point where she now hung limply from a rope thrown around a ceiling beam, her brothers solemnly eyeing her.
Emily strode through the door, drying her hands on her apron, saying, “What are you children doing up here? Didn’t you hear me calling you for —-?”
Her voice trailed off when her eyes came to rest on the girl hanging from the beam. The little girl’s fair complexion had turned beet red, her blue eyes closed in finality.
Emily screamed, her face turning white. “Lucy!
“What happened? Boys, get a knife so I can cut her down. Now!”
Ben shrugged in response to Lewis’s head shaking in a gesture of “I don’t know where a knife is.”
Without waiting for the boys to respond, Emily frantically dragged the trunk to beneath Lucy’s feet. Stepping up on the trunk, she struggled with the noose, finally taking it from the girl’s neck. A red burn mark shone vividly in the sunlight streaming in the uncurtained window.
“Lucy,” Emily coaxed, “Lucy, wake up! Let me see you open your eyes.”
But there was no response, no breath in the child. No movement. It was no use.
Hugging her daughter tightly, Emily began rocking back and forth, crooning softly, “Lucy, oh my little angel. Oh, God, what happened?”
Lewis began picking up their wooden toys: a steam engine, a horse, and what passed for an Indian. “We were just playing, Mama. We were playing outlaws and cowboys, and Lucy was our outlaw.”
“You mean you did this?” Emily paused in her rocking long enough to absorb what her son was telling her. “You did this?” she repeated.
“We thought Lucy was just pretending,” Ben offered, “you know, like she always does. She’s a good pretender-er. I’ll bet she’s just faking right now.”
“What have you done?” Emily repeated, then her voice rose to a shout. “You killed your sister! She’s dead!”
Ben paused in his task of rounding up the toys and putting them in their toy box. He gazed steadily at his sister’s limp form. “We didn’t do anything. She was our outlaw, and she’s the one who stood up on the trunk. We told her it was just like the olden days, and the trunk was her horse, and instead of whippin’ a horse, we pulled it out from under her feet.” He looked up at the roof beam where the rope still hung. “We didn’t know it would hurt her, Mama, honest we didn’t.”
“Yeah, Mama, we didn’t know it would hurt her.” Lewis said solemnly.
But Emily said nothing, continuing to rock her dead child.
Ben moved closer to Lucy and poked her shoulder vigorously.
Lewis and Ben looked at each other. What do we do now? Their faces asked each other.
Ben broke the silence by asking, “Is dinner ready?”
Chapter One
Ames, TX. Present Day
Email To: PamSpray
From: Joanna Elliott
I know this will come as no surprise to you, but we are moving from the House of Death to a cute Victorian-style house in Ames. The attic playroom will become my office, if we can get The Beast (my desk) up the stairs and into the room. The attic is the cutest thing, with a hobby horse and a large, colorful carousel horse and jack-in-the-box, all left there by the original owner’s children, untouched through time.
Rather than creeping me out (after all, what could creep me out after having lived with bodies buried in the root cellar) rather, they can keep me company as I toil away on the novel you have extorted from me. (Grin.) I wrap a few things, then think of something I want to write, so I write for a while, then resume packing.
Sam will have a shorter commute from there to his office, and the move will certainly increase his patient base from Slocum’s, as everyone in Ames seems to have a pet of some kind. Jason is looking forward to the move, too; he has a new dog now, another mutt, this one named Buddy, and they are getting along just like he and Mournful did. He can walk to school there, instead of standing out on a lonely country road where he could get kidnapped again.
Sabbath continues to be a source of comfort, leaping into my lap at odd times, purring while I stroke her, then she jumps down to go do whatever it is cats do. I don’t think she’ll like the move, though. Sam says cats don’t like changes of any kind, especially a new residence. We’ll have to watch her carefully after we get to the new house so she doesn’t escape and try to come back to the old house.
Although, I don’t know why any living creature would want to come back to this old house. At first, I thought the remote old farmhouse was charming, and I loved fixing up the sunroom as my office, which, as you remember, Sabbath appropriated as her own private spa.
But you know the things that started to happen right after Sabbath came to live with us. Sam joked that she used to belong to an old witch named Granny Copes who lived in the huge old house on the hill outside of Slocum, and she had named her Sabbath because she found her on that sacred day.
But Pam, you won’t believe this. I soon began to realize maybe Sam and the town folk weren’t joking, because the cat started having — uh, the best I can describe it is -- visions, right in front of me…shimmering, wavering visions of people seated in the living room, watching television, and then – this is the kicker, Pam – Sabbath finally showed us that some woman had shot the two people in the living room. She came inside, leveled her shotgun at them and fired, killing them both.
I saw it, Pam. Just like I was watching a movie, but more. Sound, smell…everything. And Sabbath was the projector.
Town folk had wondered what happened to the former owners of the farmhouse, Wand and Ralph Spencers, but that old Wilma, Wanda’s sister, brushed off any of their concerns, saying they had probably taken off somewhere in their car and run off a cliff or something.
Little did we know she had buried them in the cellar under the sunroom. Under my office. No wonder Sabbath sniffed and scratched at the oval rug covering the trap door. But we didn’t find this out until much later.
After Mournful was poisoned, I called Sheriff Pollard. He seemed to be on the verge of discovering what was going on out here when, danged if it didn’t beat anything, he was killed in a car wreck. I’m starting to talk like a native now….J
I’m sure if the Sheriff hadn’t been killed, he would have prevented Jason’s being kidnapped by that crazed old woman.
Thank God Jason had the resourcefulness to jump out of the old bat’s car as she was bringing him home to kill us all. Wilma swerved to avoid something, which turned out to Sabbath, and you know how the saying goes if you have a black cat cross your path it’s bad luck…. Well, she went crashing her car into the huge old pecan tree in the side yard. The crash killed her.
When the officials came to investigate, I told them my outlandish story (and I’m sure by now you’re thinking the Texas heat has gone to my head) and said if they would dig up the root cellar, they would find the remains of Ralph and Wanda Spencer.
Even after the bodies were removed, I couldn’t live here any longer than necessary. I don’t want to raise any child in this house. Oh, yeah. I’m three months pregnant! We started looking for a new house right away, but selling this farmhouse is going to be a problem; who wants to buy a haunted house?
But we’ll leave that up to Tommy Joe Greenleaf, the agent who sold me this house in the first place. If anybody can sell this house, Tommy Joe can. I don’t know why he isn’t selling used cars and making a fortune, but houses are his forte. And I’m going to start looking, anyway, even if this house doesn’t sell right away.
Well, this isn’t getting anything done. But I wanted to check in with you and let you know the status of the novel and about our move, which will no doubt delay much heavy-duty writing for a while. But I’ll make up for it when we get settled, I promise. This new office I’m planning will be just as conducive – or more – to writing as the old one. If I can huff and puff my way up to the attic as my pregnancy progresses.
Your psychotic author,
Joanna
Chapter Two
Three months had passed since those terrible events that had marked Joanna’s family forever.
The bodies of Ralph and Wanda Spencer had been recovered from the cellar, the door sealed shut, and their bodies buried properly in the town’s cemetery.
Wilma Foulkes’ charred body, extracted from the burning car, had been taken away, and with no family to mourn her passing, given up to cremation and burial in a pauper’s grave.
Jason had passed his sixth birthday with a small party at school, and his unusual quiet demeanor was slowly returning to his normal lively self.
Joanna stood at the kitchen sink, gazing out at the large pecan tree. Her auburn hair glistened in the early morning sunrise, her slim figure leaning against the countertop. She was thinking how grateful she was for her family to have survived Wilma Foulkes’ murderous rampage.
The farmhouse had been put up for sale, but Tommy Joe Greenleaf had his doubts that it would sell to anyone in this small community.
“Nobody wants to buy a haunted house,” he had boomed in his deep voice as they sat in his real estate office. They were ready to negotiate, if necessary, in order to get out of the house.
“It’s not haunted,” Sam corrected him.
Joanna looked at her husband, grateful for his support through all the last few months. The news media, as well as the town’s residents, had blown the horrific story, bad as it was, all out of proportion. “The house is haunted by evil spirits,” was one of the more bizarre stories. “I heard old lady Foulkes is still hanging around, “was another. “And that cat’s name – Sabbath! Whoever heard of naming a cat something like that? Well, you know, the dang cat onct belonged to that old witch up on the hill; you remember, she mixed up potions and did black magic? Maybe her evil spirit moved in with the cat!” And on and on went the gossip.
“Whatever.” Tommy Joe shrugged, the shoulders of his green plaid jacket moving expansively. “I’m just sayin’, you’re gonna have a hard time findin’ anybody around here to buy the place. Maybe we can advertise it out of town…or out of state. But even then, they’re bound to find out the history of that house.”
“Do what you can, Tommy Joe,” Joanna said. “And if you find anything here in town, be sure to let us know.” She stood to leave and Sam stood with her.
“Yes, ma’am. Three bedrooms. An office, if possible? Say, when’s that baby due?”
“Is nothing secret in this town?” She grinned in spite of herself. “In six months.”
“Well, I hope we can find you something soon. The market here is pretty slow right now, though…”his voice trailed off as he fingered a thin notebook of local listings, none of which had appealed to either Joanna or Sam.
“All right. We’ll keep looking, too. Even if we have to move to another town, okay? You might have something somewhere else….”Joanna’s voice trailed off.
“Right, Ms. Kelly. I’ll call you if anything comes up.”
Sam and Joanna strolled down the street to their car. “Well, that was a fruitless visit,” Sam remarked. “I’m thinking maybe we’ll have to look over in Ames. They could use a good vet over there, too.”
Joanna nodded. “But I hate for Jason to have to change schools so soon after moving here from New York. That was hard on him, and now that he’s settled, I don’t want to move him again.”
“I know,” Sam said as they entered the car. “We’ll just have to trust that something comes up soon.”
The ride home was silent, each with their own thoughts.
While Joanna was delighted to find out she was pregnant, she was also almost sick with fear about having to raise her baby in the “haunted” house. It was bad enough that Sam and Jason had to live there, too, she thought, but the baby would undoubtedly pick up on the atmosphere of doom. If he or she hadn’t already been affected.
As they reached the house, Joanna set her chin in a defiant gesture.
“I’m not going to wait for Tommy Joe to find us anything The sooner we can leave this house, the better. I’m going to go looking on my own.”
Sam nodded. He knew there would be no persuading her that she would just be wasting her time, but what harm could be done by her just looking? She would soon give up and return to her writing, which she had all but abandoned in the last few months.
Or, he thought, she just might find something.
“So what are you doing today?” Sam asked her over coffee the next morning.
“I’m going to run some errands in town,” she replied. “And who knows, I might find us a house.” She shrugged.
“Well, that would be great. Gotta go. Got a sick lab puppy to take care of.”
Joanna felt the familiar brush of Sabbath’s fur against her leg. “She doesn’t like it when you talk about another pet,” she reminded her husband. “Sabbath is a jealous cat.”
“Sabbath is a bewitched cat,” Sam said solemnly. “If it hadn’t been for her, we wouldn’t have known about the Spencers’ bodies being buried in the cellar.”
Joanna nodded. “She really does have a gift of prophecy.”
As Joanna watched Sam’s lanky body stride toward his van, Joanna scooped the cat up, stroking her. “Are you ready for your breakfast?”
The cat gazed at her solemnly. Of course I am ready for my breakfast. Don’t I always get my breakfast this time of morning?
“Here you go, Sabby,” Joanna soothed, pouring Kibbles into her bowl. “How would you like living in another house, huh? A bigger house, one that didn’t have bodies under the sunroom? “She sighed. If I’m going to get another house, I’d better get started looking.
She found herself driving down the highway a short distance toward Ames. She knew virtually nothing about the town, but it was larger than Slocum and it might have what she was looking for. She found a drugstore in Ames and bought some more pre-natal vitamins and some anti-nausea medication. It was probably the vitamins that were making her nauseated, as well as the usual morning sickness, but she wanted her baby to get the best care possible, even if she herself was subjected to bouts of vomiting. And not just in the morning, either. With Joanna, morning sickness soon turned into “all day sickness.” But she hoped it would stop as her pregnancy progressed and the weather turned cooler.
She turned the corner to cross the street when she happened to glance down a side street toward an area of town she was unfamiliar with. Struck by a sudden urge to explore unknown territory, Joanna followed her instinct, striding purposefully into the unknown neighborhood. Large shade trees lined this street. Neat, small homes indicated a devotion to family life and order, and somewhere close by, Joanna smelled the aroma of fresh-baked apple pie.
Her mouth watered even as her stomach heaved. Oh, no, she thought as she braced herself against the drug store’s brick wall. Not now. The nausea passed and she breathed deeply. What am I doing? She asked herself.
Then she saw it.
The perfect house. Her heart beat faster. Her eyes took in the splendor of the three story, Victorian house, in good condition, at least outwardly. Gray trim, soft green paint. Trees lining the driveway, front yard neatly trimmed, fenced with fancy iron railing.
It had a sign in the expansive front yard: “Gifts and Antiques.”
But no “For Sale” sign.
Undaunted, Joanna opened the gate to the yard and marched up the walkway to the massive front door. She raised the brass knocker and pounded it firmly, admiring the etched glass panels in the front door. What am I doing? There’s no For Sale sign.
The door opened and an older woman peered out at Joanna. Soft graying curls framed a pale face; blue eyes gazed straight at Joanna.
“Yes? The shop isn’t open just yet.”
“Oh, I’m not here to look at your antiques,” Joanna said breathlessly, before she lost her courage. “I’m just wondering…I love your house. Is it by any chance for sale?”
“I haven’t thought about selling it, but come in. I’m Martha Dixon.” She led Joanna inside to a large parlor, furnished in antiques and lighted softly by windows looking out on the side garden.
“Would you like some tea?’ her hostess inquired. Joanna nodded, now aware that a request for “tea” meant a tall glass of iced tea. As a transplant from New York, she had learned a lot in the few months she had been in the Texas Hill Country.
Martha excused herself briefly to speak to someone in the depths of the house, then she returned and seated herself across from Joanna.
“Please excuse me for barging in on you like this,” Joanna said, her hands running nervously over the purse in her lap. “I’m Joanna Elliott — Kelly, that is. My husband is Sam Kelly, maybe you know him? The vet? We live at the old Spencer house east of Slocum.
“Ah, yes. I heard about the troubles out there. So you are looking for another house, then? I can’t say I blame you for not wanting to stay there, after all that…unpleasantness.”
Martha paused as a young woman entered the room carrying two glasses of iced tea tinkling softly on a silver tray. “Thank you, dear,” she said as the girl set the tray on a low table. “I’m afraid this is sweet tea,” she turned to Joanna with a glass in her delicate hand. “That’s the only kind we make here, you know.”
Joanna gave a little laugh. “Yes, that’s one of the first things I learned when I moved here.”
She sipped gratefully at the cold beverage.
Martha studied her over the rim of her glass. “Tell me, Mrs. Kelly,” she began, only to be waved off by Joanna’s hand.
“Oh, please call me Joanna. Even if I am a married woman, with a six-year-old son and three months pregnant with another child, I’m still Joanna. I think that’s another Southern tradition, too, right?” She smiled.
“You’re correct, Joanna. And please call me Martha. Even though,” she raised her hand at Joanna’s feeble attempt to protest, “here in the South, we generally call our elders Miss or Miz as a term of respect.”
“Yes, Miz Martha”.
Seniority established and civilities out of the way, Martha and Joanna sipped their iced tea; then Martha went straight to the point. “Why did you come to my house this morning, Joanna? It’s not listed for sale. What made you think anybody would want to sell this house?”
Joanna found herself stammering again. “I don’t know. I’m as puzzled as you are. I was walking from the drugstore and looked around the corner and down the street where I had never been before, and I just fell in love with this house. Something about it…and I know it was a wild impulse, and I’m babbling, I know, but you’ve been very kind to talk to me, and thank you for the iced tea….”She stood up, gathering her purse to her shoulder.
“Actually, I’ve been expecting you,” Martha said softly. “Or someone like you. Please, sit down.”
She walked to the French doors and opened the drapes to the morning sun. “I’ve been alone in this house for many years, running the gift and antique shop to gain a little extra income and keep me busy, but in the past few years it’s become increasingly difficult to maintain the house. As you can see, it’s very large, and old, and needs some repairs and I’m getting up in years where it’s a physical challenge to make even small repairs, not to mention a financial burden. So I’ve been thinking, it might be best to sell the house.
“You’re the first to ask.”
Joanna began breathing again. “Do you have time, Miz Martha, or would you be willing to show me the house?”
Martha nodded. “Of course, dear. Please excuse the mess…”
Joanna was amused at the old Southern tradition of apologizing for the way a woman kept her house, even if it were spit-shine clean, which this one was.
“Well, right now, of course, we’re in the parlor. That’s an old fashioned term for a living room, but I think it fits, don’t you?”
She indicated with a nod of her well coifed graying head the ornate furnishings, the Oriental rug, molded fireplace and heavy chandelier hanging in the center of the large room. “My family spent a great deal of time in here, and I believe a couple of the children were married in this very room.” She gazed wistfully at some unknown memory and Joanna was suddenly struck by the possibility that Martha Dixon might yet change her mind about selling the house.
Joanna prompted, “Very nice.” It was Joanna’s turn to indicate with her head that she would like to look further.
Martha broke her reverie, smiling softly at Joanna. “Forgive an old woman, my dear. Of course, I’ll show you the other rooms now.”
Their feet sounded mute on the cherry wood floor planks as they crossed the spacious entry hall; Martha stood before a solid mahogany wall, which Joanna soon realized were sliding doors as, with a gentle push, the petite woman opened the doors.
Joanna gasped at the sight of sparkling brass, cut glass and china objects placed in showcases.
“Now,” Martha admonished, “you don’t have to keep the gift shop. I haven’t opened the doors for weeks at a time. It was once my great grandfather’s medical office. Cyrus Harris was the only physician within the county at one time.”
“Oh, my! And now it’s a gift shop! I’ve never had any retail experience, but I’ll bet I can find someone in town who can run it. Maybe even Jolene?” She speculated. Jolene had done some baby-sitting for Joanna when she first began dating Sam; actually Sam had suggested his receptionist’s sister could baby-sit. And Joanna liked the girl and knew she would be trustworthy to run the shop.
“Ah, yes. Jolene. I’ve known her since she was born. A good choice.
Martha stepped back into the hall. “The kitchen has been updated and the bathrooms have new plumbing and fixtures, too,” she said as they walked.
Joanna peered into the spacious kitchen.
A good-sized table sat in the middle, prompting Joanna to ask, “Will you be leaving some of the furniture? I mean,” she blushed, “if you do decide to sell, wherever you go, you probably won’t need as much furniture, will you?”
Martha nodded as they began ascending the massive stairs, running their hands along the mahogany rails. “Oh, you’re correct about the furniture. I am, as they say, thinking of ‘downsizing’ to a small condominium, The Enclave, at the edge of town.”
Joanna was keenly aware that their voices echoed in this high-ceilinged area. She shivered in spite of herself.
“You must come see them and approve of them for me.” Martha continued. “Would you do that?”
Joanna smiled her agreement. “It sounds lovely. I’ve seen the brochures Tommy Joe Greenleaf has in his office.”
“Ah, yes. He’s a good man. I hope he continues to do well in this area.”
They paused on the landing and Martha indicated the four bedrooms and their baths; very large rooms with huge lace-curtained windows where sunlight could spill inside most of the day. One for Sam and me, she thought, Jason across the hall, one as my office and one as a guest room.
“And now, here’s something your farmhouse didn’t have. We have a lovely finished-out attic that children throughout the years have used as a playroom. Come up.”
She led the way up steep, narrow, wooden stairs and Joanna’s heart thudded with some kind of excitement, yet tinged with fear, although she wasn’t sure exactly why. And then, she saw it: A huge room with toys scattered about, with sunlight filtering through a large window, and it appeared to have been updated as well, with plenty of electrical outlets for her computer and printer, Joanna suddenly realized. “My office,” she said aloud.
Martha nodded. “Are you sure the toys won’t be in your way?” She indicated a large wooden hobbyhorse, a red-and white painted Jack-in-the Box that lolled its huge head lazily, and an antique crème-colored carousel horse, with gold and red trim. Stacked around the corners were Raggedy Ann and Andy dolls, grinning crookedly, wooden trains, baby carriages and brightly colored boxes that undoubtedly held even more treasures for children of all ages.
Joanna breathed, “They’ll be just fine. They can keep me company; they seem almost real.”
Martha chuckled. “That’s what all the family members have said.”
They slowly descended the stairs, then down to the ground floor where Joanna bid Martha goodbye, saying, “I’d like to bring my husband by to look at the house, if you don’t mind. Tomorrow evening?” She was aware she almost pleaded.
“Of course, Joanna. Come around seven o’clock. I’ll be happy to meet him.”
Joanna practically skipped down the front steps through the front yard and out the gate. I think I have a house, she thought, almost giddy with delight. Then came the sobering thoughts: I hope she doesn’t change her mind about selling it.
And I hope we can afford it.
“Think of it, Sam,” she had told her husband excitedly when he came home from work that day. “A huge, old house, with room for Jason and the new baby to play, and an office for me …”
“One that doesn’t have dead bodies underneath it,” Sam joked.
“Yes. I haven’t been able to write a word since we found the Spencers there. It’s time I got back to work. And I can write in that new space, I know it. It’s the attic space, and it’s the cutest thing. It still has the toys the original owner’s kids played with.
“Miz Martha expects us tomorrow at seven. You’ll love it.”
Martha Dixon met them at the front door.
“Welcome,” she said, shaking Sam’s hand as they entered. “I’ll be happy to show you around, answer any questions you might have. Then we’ll have some nice iced tea.”
Of course, she would sell the house. And at a price that Joanna and Sam could afford.
Days later, Martha sat in the parlor, looking around at the home she would soon be leaving. I’ll miss this house, this home that I inherited through generations of Harrises, but I have gained some kind of freedom, actually. Freedom from the legacy, or curse, that Emily Harris left behind her when she died.
No male relatives should inherit the house.
And thus it was so, whether by accident, or curse, that male members of the family did not live long, dying unusual deaths. And the females of the family inherited the house for generations, marrying here, having children here…. until I broke the curse.
Her mind drifted back to an earlier time.
Martha, uncharacteristically, had been smitten by a high school classmate, George Donahey, the handsome, popular football quarterback. Plain, shy, unpretentious and plump, Martha Dixon had never had a date, let alone a boyfriend. In social situations, the young girl hung back, silent for the most part, if you could call casual hallway conversations with a few classmates a “social situation.” Girls planned parties, slumber parties, without her, and she was merely acknowledged at church socials. Her family’s prominence in the community lent more to her undesirability. Nobody wanted to associate with any member of the legendary Cyrus and Emily Harris family.
Yet, George Donahey noticed her. He approached her one-day after class, stopping by her locker. “Martha? I – uh—was wondering if we might go have a Coke after school.”
She dropped her history textbook, which landed with a thud on the tile hallway.
He bent and retrieved the book, rising to hand it to her and looking into her flushed face.
Her eyes widened. “A Coke? This afternoon?”
“Sure. I’ll meet you at Collins Drugstore, at the soda fountain, okay?”
She nodded and watched as George hurried away to catch up with his buddies, who were standing nearby. He gave her a “thumbs-up” gesture, and all she could do was nod in response.
The soda-fountain date began awkwardly, at least on Martha’s part. Yet George seemed to know what to say, drawing her out, and soon she was relaxing in his presence, yet still dazzled by the fact that this handsome, popular boy was actually talking to her. At the end of the soda-fountain date, George took her hand, looked in her eyes and breathed the words she was unprepared to hear: “Would you go to the prom with me?”
Martha was speechless for a moment. Her mind raced. She didn’t know how to dance; she didn’t know what she would wear. More importantly, she wondered why he had asked her, Martha Dixon of the socially shunned Harris family, and not some popular cheerleader.
Yet she seized the moment and managed, “Yes.”
Like most small-town American institutions, the High School Senior Prom was a rite of passage. Seniors took full advantage of this event, priding themselves on their attire, the flowers chosen for one’s date, the choice of an expensive dinner, even some graduates going in together to rent a limousine.
George participated in all those choices, while Martha agonized on her dress, her hair and her makeup. She settled on a short, lavender, off-the-shoulder taffeta dress, full-skirted, with a superb fit around her small waist and breasts. The saleslady in the trendy boutique in San Antonio told her it looked very attractive on her, and Martha beamed with pleasure.
She also took the advice of the hairdresser at the priciest salon in the city and allowed him to put her long brown hair in an upsweep. And the makeover that followed did, indeed, make her over. Eye shadow artfully applied brought out her dark brown eyes and lashes sprouted where she thought she had none. Cheekbones magically appeared over a soft, natural-looking blush. Creamy pink lipstick with a heavy glossy completed the picture. Martha gasped in delight.
And George appeared to be bowled over when he arrived with a pink carnation in a plastic box. Martha absolutely glittered, with a last minute addition of antique family jewelry in what appeared to be amethysts, both earrings and necklace, to her ensemble.
“Wow!” was his only comment before he swept her off into the waiting limousine.
The dance was in full swing when they arrived and Martha was swooped into George’s arms for the first slow dance of the evening. She felt awkward, even when others stopped to greet them, but after a few offered words of praise for her lovely appearance, she began to relax and enjoy herself.
Judging from George’s breath, he was already enjoying himself. She couldn’t identify the brand of liquor, only knew he was rapidly becoming drunk. By the time the last dance was played, Martha noticed George was becoming unsteady on his feet.
“Good thing I got a limo, huh?” He slurred.
“Yes. I wouldn’t want you driving in your condition.”
“Condition? I’m not in any ‘condition’, girl. I’m just havin’ a good time.” He peered at her through half-closed eyes. “Come on, we’re goin’ to the Hartsford.” He pulled her through the crowd that was headed for the door.
“The Hartsford? The Hotel Hartsford?”
“Yeah. After-party. A lot of kids will be there. After-party at the Hartsford,” he repeated.
“I don’t think I can go, George. It’s late now, and I told my mother I’d be home right after the prom.”
“Yeah, yeah. But you were wrong. ’Cause we’re going to the Hartsford. I’ve already paid my part for the suite.”
Martha weighed her options. Continue to protest and risk George getting loud and making a scene? Or go along for the ride, literally and try to get out of the after-party as soon as possible.
She nodded. “All right. But I can’t stay long. Can the limo take me home?”
He laughed as they entered the luxury automobile and George mumbled something to the driver. Once seated, he draped his arm possessively around her.
“Did ya have a good time?”
“Yes. It was fun,” she admitted.
“See, I told you you’d have a good time with me. Now we’re gonna have some more fun at the Hartsford. “
The short ride gave little opportunity for Martha to think of other ways to get out of this situation. As they entered the hotel and headed up the long staircase to the party area, she heard loud music, laughter, and the tinkle of drinking glasses; she smelled beer, liquor and cigarette smoke all rolled into one.
And another smell she couldn’t identify, and as she wrinkled her nose and frowned in puzzlement, George laughed and said, “Weed, baby. Gotta have some weed along with your booze.”
“Oh, I don’t think so, George. Thank you anyway.” She was certain she sounded like a prude, now; almost everyone in high school did some kind of drugs, mostly marijuana. But she had chosen not to get into that scene, and ruin her chances of getting into a good college.
George grabbed a couple of glasses and handed one to Martha. “Well, then, drink up. Lighten up.”
She detected a slight change in his demeanor from courtesy and consideration to a sullen demand.
“I’m okay, thank you.”
“Drink it,” he growled quietly.
Frightened somehow by his behavior, Martha took the glass and sipped its contents. She didn’t like the taste. She couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about drinking. She didn’t want to lose control, like those she saw around her who were exhibiting behavior she had never seen before.
“Atta girl,” she heard a voice near her.
“Drink up, baby.”
She looked at George who smiled broadly.
She took a larger sip and then another. She would show him she could drink like any of the other girls here at the after-party. In astonishment, she noted the glass was now empty. Well, it was a small glass, she reasoned. Another drink materialized in her hand.
This drink made her feel funny. Not giddy, but strange-funny. She signaled to George that she might be sick.
He grinned, took her hand and led her from the living area to a nearby bedroom. “Just lie down, now,” he soothed. “Too much strong booze, too soon. You’ll be okay in a little bit.”
She weakly obeyed, falling gently on the king-sized bed while George pulled down the purple-flowered bedspread and lay beside her.
“Thank you, George,” she whispered.
And that was all she could recall until the next morning, when she woke in a strange bed, in a strange place, half naked, and a half-clad George snoring beside her.
Her head pounded as she sat up, retrieved her clothing and dressed as quickly as she could without her throbbing head threatening to kill her.
Then her rational mind took over.
Oh, God! What happened? Did George? Now she felt a pain in her private parts. A pain never felt before, yet she knew instinctively that she was no longer a virgin.
Martha had blotted out that night and the next day, and she tried to push away the nagging fear that not only had she lost her virginity, but that she might be pregnant.
And two months later, that fear became a reality.
“George,” Martha approached him after history class, “I have to talk to you.”
His eyes searched the hallway while he backed away from her. “No, you don’t.”
“George. I really have to talk to you.” She kept her voice low, but felt like screaming. “It’s important.”
“Yeah, well – uh – can we talk about it later?”
“No. I need to do this today.”
“Well, not now.” He glanced down the hallway to see his buddies congregating, looking his way, and nudging each other in the ribs, snickering softly. “I don’t want my buddies to see me talking to you.”
Her eyes flashed. “I was good enough to take to the prom, and to the after-party, and I was sure as hell good enough for you to get me pregnant.” Her voice rose on the last word. It was her turn to search furtively for anyone who might overhear the conversation.
“And,” she continued, as both teenagers instinctively turned their faces toward the wall of lockers so that no one could infer from their faces that a deadly serious conversation was going on. “And – you’ve been avoiding me ever since that night, and I want to know why.”
George sighed and glanced back at his buddies who continued to snicker at the sight of the football hero and the mousy Harris girl together.
Martha felt sick with the realization that she had been used. She knew for a certainty that George’s buddies had dared him to take her out, to take her to the prom, and then to take her – period. Her face grew red with heat.
“How dare you! You took me out on a bet, didn’t you? And all the rest. It was all a big joke to you and your big buddies over there.” She turned slightly to indicate she knew they were there, and at that moment she hated them, hated George, hated the whole town.
“So I’m pregnant, and it’s all my fault?”
George smirked and Martha resisted the urge to slap him.
“Well, if you are, then whataya gonna do about it?”
“What am I gonna do about it? This baby is yours and you know it. This baby needs a mother and a father.”
He shook his head. “Not my problem.”
Stunned, Martha realized his truth. No matter what she did, what she said, he would not take responsibility for this child. And, more than that, she didn’t want the entire community to know about her pregnancy. It was one thing for celebrities to have children out of wedlock, but it was another matter for a young girl in a small community from a prominent family to have the truth come out.
“You’re absolutely right, George. It’s my problem. And I’ll take care of it.”
Unwed pregnant girls at that time and in that place had two choices: Either they went to San Antonio, where they “had their teeth done”(meaning they aborted the child and returned rather quickly) or they went to a remote state – North Carolina was always a good choice, as it was sufficiently far enough away from the small Texas town to allay suspicion – “to take care of a great aunt who was very ill.”
So it had been with Martha some 36 years earlier. Under the guise of attending a couple of semesters at the University of Texas, she was bundled aboard a train in San Antonio, bound instead for Fort Worth and The Edna Gladney Home, where she ate healthy foods, learned to take care of herself as a young adult, and delivered a healthy baby boy on May 3, 1972.
Before the child was immediately whisked away to an eager childless couple and the girl was urged to forget about her entire experience, Martha had gazed at her son. Blue eyes looked back at her. Beautiful blue eyes, she thought. He can really see me. “I’ll never forget you,” she whispered.
Martha listened as a nurse called for another orderly; “This is Jan Warner. I need some help down here, now. That worthless Armando hasn’t shown up for his shift, yet, and I need to move this patient to another room. I can’t leave her in this area, it’s against the rules.”
The nurse paused for a moment, then resumed her plea for another orderly. “What do you mean, we’ll have to wait. You know we can’t allow any of our patients in the area with the social workers and the adoptive parents.
“I see,” she concluded before she slammed down the telephone. “I guess if you want anything done around here, you just have to do it yourself,” she muttered.
The harried nurse rounded the corner of the nurse’s station, preparing to tug Martha’s gurney to another area, out of earshot of the prospective adoptive parents.
But it was too late. The young social worker came striding down the hall, clipboard in hand, beaming at Nurse Warner.
“Oh, God,” the nurse said under her breath. “And she’s got the parents with her, to boot.” She glanced over at Martha, who feigned sleep. Good, she’s out like a light. Just enough sedative left in her from the delivery room to keep her, if not out like a light, at least too woozy to comprehend what was going on.
Nurse Warner straightened her posture and turned to meet Miss Lee and her clients. She had dealt with the young social worker many times before, and even though the young woman was well into her second year of handling adoptions, the nurse was still exasperated by her demeanor. Miss Lee was too – well, too—nonchalant, she believed. This adoption process should be solemn, like a church ceremony, instead of a casual exchange of a newborn baby from the social worker to the new parents.
She would make this her cause, she decided again today. She would get with the Board of Directors and propose just that: an official ritual of presenting the parents with their new baby.
Instead, she now heard the caseworker as she handed over the child, her child, to his new parents, “Mr. and Mrs. Kelly, you have a healthy baby boy.” Miss Lee beamed.
Martha warily opened one eye and watched in agony as a blue-wrapped bundle was transferred into the new mother’s arms. Kelly, she whispered to herself. His last name will now be Kelly. ‘
“Oh, he’s beautiful,” the new mother exclaimed. “Hello, little guy. I’m your mommy.”
Martha’s heart lurched and she stifled a sob.
“Let me hold him a minute,” a man’s voice instructed.
In the shadows of the dimly lit room, Martha watched as her baby was handed to the husband. “Isn’t he just perfect?” She heard as if from a great distance. It’s the delivery room drugs, she thought groggily. Must stay awake. This is important. My baby’s last name is Kelly.
“His name will be Sean. Spelled the old Gaelic way,” he added to Miss Lee. “Sean Kelly. A fine name for a fine boy.”
The couple and the caseworker moved on down the hallway, leaving Martha with a hole in her heart that would never be filled.
Sean Kelly, she thought drowsily as a hastily recruited orderly arrived and pushed her bed into another room. I’ll remember your name. And I’ll never forget your deep blue eyes.
Martha returned to Ames and had proceeded with her own life, maintaining her spinsterhood as far as the close-knit community knew.
Until the day when Joanna and Sam Kelly came into her parlor, and into her life.
She was puzzled by her reaction to Sam’s deep blue eyes. She had seen those eyes before, she was certain. One evening, the thought suddenly struck her. Somehow, all evidence to the contrary, she knew this was Sean. Her child.
For months she struggled with her emotions, even as she spent many hours over dinners with the young couple and their darling little boy. All too soon, they completed the process of buying the house and moving in.
Martha grieved as she packed up her possessions, leaving a great many items in the downstairs store to sell as antiques, rather than taking useless objects with her. Things weren’t important. People were.
On the day the young couple moved into the house, Martha let herself into her modest new condo purchased with funds from the sale of the old family estate.
Should she tell them what she suspected? No, not suspected. Knew for a certainty: Sam Kelly was an heir to the Harris legacy.
She would tell Sean tomorrow, she promised herself. He would need to know. Especially now that his pretty young wife was going to have his child. A grandchild, she marveled. But the Harris legacy needed to be revealed. She planned the words she would say tomorrow as she prepared a light dinner, watched a little television and went to bed early.
And during the night, Martha Dixon died.
Chapter Three
“I wonder what’s wrong with the house,” Sam joked as they celebrated their good luck with a night on the town.
“Nothing’s wrong with it. And, we get possession of that beautiful ormolu mantel clock that Tommy Joe said was a couple of hundred years old, to boot! I can’t imagine why Martha didn’t want to take it with her – it’s a beautiful old timepiece, and I’ll bet it has a lot of history behind it. Oh, Sam, this house was just waiting for us.”
She raised her champagne glass to meet his. And thought back to the hours she had spent exploring the huge rooms, feeling that somehow, she had always belonged there.
And yet, she shared Sam’s concern about why the realtor had accepted such a low bid.
She shrugged off her doubts, however, during dinner, and discussed plans for the house.
Sam and Joanna had agreed that they wanted a spacious old house with a huge yard, where children could play to their hearts content. Thinking about their future children, her heart raced with excitement.
She began packing, using mountains of paper and cardboard boxes.
Joanna finished wrapping the last of the china and sighed as she put them in the box. She didn’t know why she should feel sort of sad to be leaving this house; after all, she and her family had experienced nothing but problems since they moved in.
She laughed. Problems? That’s putting it mildly. First, we adopted a black cat that local legend had it belonging to a witch and then proved that story by projecting visions in the sunroom. Visions that were hazy but violent. And I was locked in the storeroom overnight and found footprints beneath the sunroom window. Poor old Mournful, the old mutt, was poisoned. And the late Sheriff had been a frequent visitor to the house.
Finally, finding bodies buried in the cellar and having Jason kidnapped by a crazed old woman would be classed as more than problems.
But she would miss this house, probably because it indicated her first taste of freedom since her divorce. She loved the sunroom, with its windows looking out at the vast expanse of the Texas Hill Country.
She sighed again as she lifted the box from the table and placed it in line to be loaded into the moving van.
Sam entered from the back door and heard her sigh. “Are you okay?” he questioned, a frown on his tanned face. “Maybe you’d better rest a while.”
“Oh, I’m fine. Don’t fuss over me. It’s just – and I know it sounds crazy – I’ll miss this place. This bright sunroom…”
Sam took her in his arms, soothing her. “You’re going to have a bigger office in the new house. We’re going to have more room there, with a nursery for the baby.”
She nodded, grateful for his logic. Of course they would be better off in the spacious new house. Jason could walk to school in town. And Sabbath wouldn’t be freaked out any more by ghostly presences.
As if on cue, Sabbath rubbed against Joanna’s leg. She bent down and scooped her up, stroking her softly.
“She won’t like the new place at first,” Sam reminded Joanna. “Cats don’t like their environment changed. She might act kind of skitzy for a while.”
“Are you wearing your veterinarian’s hat, now?” Joanna smiled.
“Well, right now, I’m wearing a mover’s cap.” He indicated the rented van parked outside. “Is this it?”
She nodded. “All packed. Would you mind getting the carrier for Sabbath?”
“Are you ready for a fight?” he joked.
“I know she doesn’t like the carrier. I’ll throw a towel over her.” She reached for a large bath towel as Sam approached with what Sabbath interpreted as The Torture Device.
She made a move to escape, determined to avoid this prison. Joanna tossed the bath towel over the cat and bundled it around her, then eased her into the carrier.
Sabbath pleaded piteously as she shook off the towel.
“You think she hates this now,” Sam said as he picked up the carrier and headed toward the door. “Wait till she sees her new home.”
Joanna followed, thinking, Poor kitty. I feel the same way.
The brief ride to the house in town was chaotic, with Sabbath wildly clawing at the confines of her carrier. Joanna, seated in the passenger seat next to Sam, turned around, attempting to soothe the frantic cat.
“She’ll get over it,” Sam said. “Right now, she’s just being primal, without reason. She doesn’t have the reasoning power that humans have. Once we get her inside the house, she’ll settle down after a bit.
“All the same, maybe we’d better leave her in the carrier until we get all the boxes and furniture unloaded and we can shut the doors. She might be so freaked she’ll run away.”
“Good idea,” Joanna agreed as they pulled up in front of the old Victorian home.
As the movers pulled their furniture from the van, Joanna carried Sabbath in her prison inside the house, placing her out of the way in the corner of the kitchen.
“There, there, kitty. You are safe here and you won’t get trampled on in all the activity going on here. How do you like your new house?” She added.
Sabbath gazed around her new surroundings, as much as she could from the mesh opening in her prison. I can see only this place where people consume food, she thought. So how can I tell if I like it yet? She sniffed the air and found it somewhat stale, with no one having been in the house for days. She also sniffed something else in the air. A presence, unseen, as yet. Sabbath also heard the faint rustle of taffeta skirts passing by and she rumbled a low warning that was muffled by the activity of furniture being moved inside the vastness of this new place. I’m not yet sure of what this all means, but my gift of sight will soon be present. As it was in the other house. Yes, this is another house where the death smell lingers.
Lowering her head, Sabbath closed her eyes and pondered the situation until she fell asleep.
When the movers left at last, Joanna sat in the large kitchen, drinking a cup of coffee and listening to the silence.
She felt suddenly very small.
“What have I done?” Joanna breathed quietly. “Come on, Sabbath,” she said, reaching down to the cat carrier and unzipping the case. “Let’s go explore this house, so you can get acquainted with it. Sam says you probably won’t like being in a new place; that’s your nature, but I think you’ll like having a house without bodies in the cellar.” She chuckled as she urged Sabbath out of the kitchen and into the hallway.
Joanna had long known that a cat has its own agenda, and there was no way to “herd a cat.” Yet Sabbath looked up at her with questioning eyes and docilely followed Joanna down the hall, into the big parlor and the adjoining gift shop, where she dutifully sniffed and marked her territory by rubbing against the paneled walls.
Then Joanna urged her up the massive staircase, which seemed familiar somehow, and then she recalled the memory of having lived in such a home with a woman who had been very kind to her, but had died, leaving her locked in the house for a long time. Sabbath had been only too happy to make her presence known to the realtor when he entered the house. And this man had taken her to the V E T place where her People adopted her. But gone was the old lady’s house, and gone was the house with the Death Smell. Sabbath was not unhappy to be in this new place, but she sensed something was very wrong.
Still walking through the upstairs part of the house, Sabbath followed her Person and approved of each room. Here was where the Female and Male Persons slept, and across the hall was where the Boy Child slept and played. There were rooms that were yet unoccupied, but one was being prepared for the arrival of another Child.
This next room was called “The Nursery.” The Boy Child would now have a sibling, and Sabbath momentarily remembered she had siblings, once, a long time ago, but they were No More. She alone had survived the dank, cold waters of the creek while her siblings cried weakly and then were silent.
Yes, a sibling would be good for the Boy Child.
Then Her Person led her to another set of stairs, where Sabbath balked. Something told her not to go up those stairs. She paused, swishing her tail to test the atmosphere around her, and it was not good. She looked up at her Person for confirmation of what she sensed, but it was useless. Her Person urged her on.
“Come on, Sabbath. Come on up to my new study. You remember the sunroom at the other house, don’t you? You liked to lay in the sunny windows while I wrote. This room is just a bit different, of course, but you’ll get used to it.
“Come on.” She started up the stairs while Sabbath considered the command. Her Person wanted her to go up those stairs where a presence hung in the air. But Her Person did not know that. At least not yet. And, Sabbath knew she had to be an obedient cat for a change and humor the woman. So she threw aside her cautious nature and entered the room above.
There were familiar things in this room that comforted Sabbath. The woman’s desk, chair and Infernal Machine were in place. Her comfy chair. The portable television. All of these Sabbath recognized and approved of.
What she wasn’t expecting were the items standing about the room: She drew back. A large carousel horse, brightly colored, a rocking horse, rather the worse for wear, and a Jack-in-the – Box, with the clown permanently outside the box, grinning perpetually at nothing. A few boxes, some of them brightly colored or wrapped in shiny paper, a large trunk and a couple of old school desks filled the rest of the room.
Sabbath backed away. I’m wary of these new things among those I know.
Joanna sat down at her desk, urging Sabbath to come sit on her lap.
“It’s okay, Sabbath,” she soothed. “Will you come up here with me while I write? I need some company, you know. It’s not like the old sun room, but this is a lot bigger and has some things you will get used to.”
Sabbath leaped into Joanna’s lap, not because she was expected to, but because she sensed danger here. She needed comfort. The atmosphere was charged with evil.
Sabbath sighed, which Joanna took as contentment.
In reality, Sabbath was thinking, We thought we would be safe here. What happened in this house?
Sabbath lay in her Person’s lap for a few moments until Joanna stood, unceremoniously dumping her to the floor. “Okay, Sabbath. Back to the kitchen. I have dishes to unpack and put away. And, cat food for you, too. Come on.”
As they retreated from the attic room, Sabbath peered into the haze developing in the middle of the room. A scrap of blue, she wanted to tell her Person. Look at the scrap of blue, hanging in the air.
But her Person had already begun her descent and Sabbath followed, leaving her sense of doom behind the closed door.
Chapter Four
Joanna slept late the next morning, while Sam fixed his own breakfast and went to the office. She found his note when she finally struggled out of bed and wandered downstairs to the kitchen.
She smiled at his consideration. He knew she was bone-tired and let her sleep.
She poured a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table, admiring her work from yesterday. The kitchen was all ready for dinner, the living room – or parlor – was straightened around with the furniture placed to her satisfaction, and of course, the bedrooms just needed clothing to be put away out of the boxes.
She felt, rather than heard, the quiet of the house.
And she knew, somehow, she was not alone.
She sensed someone, or some thing, was in the house with her. She noticed then that the house was very cold, especially in the living room. Maybe that’s what’s wrong with the house, Joanna thought. Poor heating unit.
She shook off the feeling, showered and dressed and remembered her agreement with Sam that she wouldn’t lift anything heavy but unpack only small items.
Joanna set about undoing the many boxes and distributing their possessions throughout the house.
While she was in the parlor, she realized that the mantel clock had stopped. It would be nice to hear its ticking and its deep chiming of the hours. She opened the back of the clock and glanced at her watch so she could set the hands to the correct time.
My watch has stopped, too, she thought in annoyance. Well, she could look at the bedroom clock, but she realized the bedroom alarm clock had not been unpacked yet and was still inside one of a myriad of boxes.
She wondered idly how Sam had awakened in time to make it to his office without the alarm clock, and then she remembered his uncanny ability to sense time even without an alarm clock. He loves his work, so he wakes up, just like that.
Then she thought of calling the time and temperature number.
“Time: eleven thirty-two,” the mechanical voice intoned. She hung up before it gave the temperature, as it was cold enough in the house and Joanna didn’t want to know the temperature outside.
She set the hands of the clock, gave the pendulum a gentle push to get it started, and was gratified to hear the sound, counting out the minutes as it had done for a hundred years or more.
Reality intruded as the time registered on her conscious mind. “Where has the day gone?” she said aloud while striding into the large hallway where more unopened cartons had been stacked.
Sometime later she stopped for a light lunch.
It must be past one-thirty, she thought as she walked into the warm kitchen. While she made a sandwich and waited for the soup to heat, Joanna stood at the bay window admiring the view of the town.
I so love this house. I’m so glad I found it.
She sensed a presence. As if confirming her feeling, she heard Sabbath rumbling low in her throat.
Turning her head slowly, Joanna looked in the direction of the parlor.
Of course there was nothing there, she scolded herself as she sat down to her hot soup and sandwich. Soon she became aware of the only sound in the house: the humming of the refrigerator.
But something was missing.
The clock was no longer ticking. She groaned aloud. No wonder Martha didn’t want to take it with her. Maybe I moved it too much, upset its delicate inner workings, when I set it.
She finished her sandwich and went into the living room. After calling Time and Temperature again, this time noting that the temperature was falling to a chilling thirty degrees, she nudged the hands forward and returned the pendulum to its former swinging motion.
I have time to finish the bedroom, she decided. She unpacked the bedroom clock and set it on her nightstand. This clock was in stark contrast to the old, delicate mantel clock. This one was modern, chrome, electric and not expensive. It also had a loud enough ring to wake both Sam and Joanna every morning. But this morning, Sam had awakened on his own, which was a good thing, because neither of them had thought to unpack the bedroom clock last night.
She plugged it into the nearest outlet; called Time and Temperature one more time, and set the hands.
She put the towels away, sheets and blankets, and then arranged the shoes in the closet. Sam would do his own when he got around to it; he was very meticulous, and that was one of the reasons Joanna loved him.
Joanna, however, was the “picture hanger” of the family. Joanna had no patience for measuring, drawing a spot on the wall, and using a plumb level. That was for amateurs. Sam said she had a good eye for it, and her approach was simple: eyeball the wall space, approach the wall, and bam, hammer the nail into the wall. No fuss, no muss, no bother.
And the paintings did look spectacular, just as she had intended.
She stepped back to admire her efforts.
And shrieked!
“Sam!” She gasped, turning around. “You scared me! What are you doing home so early?”
She sagged against him, even though she felt like hitting him with the hammer, he had scared her so.
“Early?” He sat on the bed and pulled off his shoes. “Have you unpacked my slippers yet?”
She sighed and found his slippers right where he had put them last night. “You mean it’s that late? I haven’t even started dinner.”
She looked at the alarm clock on her nightstand. It still showed two thirty-five.
“Huh. The clock stopped. Is the electricity out? ”
Sam leaned over and turned on the table lamp. “Nope. It might be in the wiring.”
“Oh, great. That’s all we need, to discover there’s something wrong with the wiring. So I guess it’s just this one outlet. Okay, then, you get custody of the alarm clock, on your side of the bed.”
“Or maybe this clock is just kaput,” Joanna said as they headed downstairs to the kitchen. “And, by the way, the mantel clock wouldn’t work either, until I threatened it…”
She was searching the pantry for something to make for dinner.
“Joanna?” Sam’s voice called from the living room. “I thought you said you set this clock.”
“I did,” she called back, pulling a can of tuna from the shelf. “Tuna all right for dinner?”
“It’s okay.” He wore a look of resignation, however, as he entered the kitchen. Pulling a pan from the cabinet, he filled it with water and placed it on the stove.
Sam and Joanna had always prepared dinner together, until recently, when she had begun having morning sickness, all day. Before that time, she had spoiled him with spectacular four-course meals. Now they were lapsing into their old routine, and she felt a bit guilty.
Sam put three eggs into the water and covered the pan. “The clock was stopped,” he said.
“Well, I suppose I handled it wrong, trying to set it. Let’s give it some time…pardon the pun,” she laughed, “to adjust. It’ll be okay after a while. In the meantime, we can keep track of the time by our watches.
“It’s stopped,” she said in consternation. “The battery must be dead. It’s been about a year, hasn’t it?”
“I gave you that watch for your birthday, seven months ago. It should still be good.”
She felt a chill coming from the living room, and from Sam’s reaction, he must have felt it, too.
“Is the heater working okay?”
She nodded. “It’s fine in the rest of the house. It’s just the living room. It feels so cold in there…”
They ate dinner in the kitchen, looking out the lovely bay window at the lights coming on in the city below and dismissed the inconvenience of not having any timepieces, at least for now.
Chapter Five
Of course they overslept the next morning. Sam woke first and called out from the bathroom, “Call the office for me, will you, Joanna? Tell them I’m running a little late. I turned on the television when I woke up; that’s about the only way I had of finding out we’d overslept.”
You could have called Time and Temperature, she thought dryly.
“Do me a favor today, will you?” Sam emerged from the bathroom, drying his dark hair with a towel. “Junk this clock and get a new one, and get a battery for your watch, too. We’ve got to have some way of telling the time around here.”
He dressed quickly and grabbed his watch from the dresser, strapping it on his brown wrist.
“Oh, damn!” he exploded. He handed it to her. “Might as well include this when you go.”
He left in a rush, while she sat on the bed, a strange feeling coming over her.
What on earth is going on around here?
She bought a new bedroom clock, feeling a bit guilty since the “old” one wasn’t that “old”. Besides, she was trying to conserve money. Buying this house, they were financially strapped.
Since Sam needed his watch more than Joanna did, she took only his to the jeweler’s.
“There’s nothing wrong with this watch,” the repairman said after a brief check. He held it up. She heard it ticking.
“But it wasn’t working this morning,” she stammered.
“Well, it’s working now,” the old man said, somehow pleased with himself. “No charge,” he added before he turned to his other work.
“Well, thank you anyway.” She left the store, perplexed, and drove back to the house. Going straight to the bedroom, she unpacked the new, ugly, alarm clock and plugged it in on Sam’s side of the bed.
She took Sam’s watch out of her purse to set the clock with the correct time.
It had stopped again.
So much for the jeweler, she fumed. No charge, indeed.
She once again called Time and Temperature, set the clock and went downstairs to start dinner.
As she passed through the living room, she opened the back of the mantel clock, started the pendulum and set the hands once more.
And felt a cold draft on her back.
“Sam?”
She turned around, expecting to see him standing in the open doorway. But nobody was there. The front door was closed.
Yet, she sensed a presence. “Who is it?” she called out, feeling a bit foolish. There’s nobody there, she thought. She heard the heater click on, but shivered in spite of herself.
I could swear I hear someone breathing softly beside me.
Of course. She looked down to see Sabbath gazing up at her. It was time to feed her.
As she opened a can of moist cat food and began preparing dinner in the warm kitchen, thoughts ran through her mind. What is it? Why is the living room always so cold? I had avoided turning up the thermostat, partly because we were not entirely sure the old heating system in the basement could handle such a load, but because the other rooms became too warm.
And why do I feel like I’m not entirely alone in this house?
She pushed the casserole dish into the oven.
A blast of cold air turned her around.
“Brrr,” Sam huffed, standing in the doorway, stamping his feet as he came inside. “Sorry I’m late, but I had a last minute meeting.”
It was just my imagination, she sighed in relief. Everything is okay.
“So what did you do today?” He opened the oven door and peeked inside.
“Meatloaf. Oh, I got a new bedroom clock,” she began….
“Joanna?”Sam interrupted. “Isn’t there something odd about this? We’re standing here in front of a warm oven. The heater’s on, and yet – I feel a draft, as if a door’s open, somewhere.”
Her eyes filled with tears of anxiety. “I’ve looked all over this house. Nothing’s open. And it’s worse in the living room. Maybe we’d better call a building contractor tomorrow; find out where the cold air is coming in.”
They ate dinner in silence, occasionally shivering and glancing into the dark living room, where the old clock sat, mute, its ticking and its chiming silenced. Seemingly forever.
After dinner, Sam suggested watching a television special, but they were both reluctant to go into the frigid living room, so they decided to go upstairs and read a while.
As they ascended the massive staircase, Joanna was once again astonished at the contrast in temperatures between the living room and the rest of the house.
Sam had reached the top landing ahead of her and he paused at the bedroom doorway.
“Joanna,” he said quietly. “The new clock.”
She went into the room behind him.
“It’s stopped,” he said.
The second hand was no longer whirring around; it read a few minutes past the 3:00 time she had set it that afternoon.
She picked up Sam’s watch from the dresser and showed him. “I took your watch to the jeweler’s today. He said it’s perfectly all right. And it was, while I was there. But the minute I got home, it stopped.
“And now this clock…. and that’s not all, Sam.” She took a deep breath. “I feel someone, some thing in this house. I know it sounds crazy, but I’ve heard her breathing.”
Why did I say “her”? She buried her face in his chest as fear engulfed her. “Sam, what’s going on? “
Neither of them slept well that night. Sam had called a friend to enlist his help in waking him on time with a telephone call. He explained they were having problems with the wiring and none of the clocks in the house worked.
Chapter Six
Sam left for work and my day stretched before Joanna. The sun had come out, even though it was still bitter cold and windy, but the sunshine cheered her as she hung curtains in the bedroom until almost noon.
She realized she had avoided the living room and even the kitchen, until hunger drove her downstairs to eat lunch.
“You’re being ridiculous,” she said aloud as she reached into the refrigerator for the milk carton.
Her voice echoed, and she jumped. Then she laughed. Her echo laughed. “Ridiculous,” she repeated, but a bit softer, this time.
After lunch, she looked into the living room at the mantel clock, sitting forlornly by itself. Even if it doesn’t work, I should put something else in the living room, fix it up some more. We’ve been hibernating in the bedroom and kitchen, not even enjoying the living room, and it’s high time to begin living in it, she decided.
Her courage, aided by anger, propelled her across the hardwood floor; she heard her Reeboks squeak in harmony, then the sound was muffled as she stepped on the area rug and stood in front of the ornate fireplace.
She felt, rather than saw, another person in the room, and smelled the scent of lavender. Heard the soft rustle of….taffeta? As if a woman in long skirts were passing.
“Who’s there?” she whispered.
Silence.
“Sabbath,” Joanna called softly.
I am here, Sabbath thought as she approached the woman and rubbed against her legs. I sense it, too.
Then the moment was gone.
“Come on, Sabbath,” Joanna said loudly, even though she didn’t need to yell. “Let’s go upstairs so I can write and forget all this nonsense.”
Sabbath weighed the options: Linger here with this unknown presence, or follow my Person upstairs to an even greater danger? Watching Joanna walk out of the room toward the stairs, Sabbath knew she had to go with her.
The woman will need my protection.
Look at the scrap of blue, Sabbath silently urged her Person. It’s getting stronger.
But Joanna could not yet see it. Sabbath nestled quietly in one of the school desks, watching and waiting…
And so the first two days had passed.
Jolene was hired to run the gift shop, and Joanna was pleased with her presence in the house. The girl was friendly with the few customers who stopped in to browse and she chatted up a storm about the local history. Although sales weren’t spectacular, Joanna was surprised at the end of each day to discover they had done a decent day’s sales, and more to the point, Joanna could go upstairs and write all day while Jolene kept an eye on the shop and was there when Jason got home from school to give him milk and cookies.
“This baby is gonna be a whopper.”
Jason paused in his kicking of the chair legs long enough to ask, “What’s that mean, Mommy?”
“It means, honey, that this baby is pretty large already, and it’s going to grow even more before it’s born.”
“How many pounds does the doctor say now?”
“It’s about six pounds right now, we think.”
“Aw, that’s tiny,” he scoffed.
“That’s because the baby’s not growing inside you, little guy,” Joanna muttered at his back.
He had left his chair and reluctantly headed back to school, lunch break over. He chastised his new dog, Buddy, telling him he couldn’t go with him.
She turned her attention to the lunch dishes, thinking she needed to go upstairs and write some more, block or no block.
Jason would be back from school in a few hours; maybe she could get some writing done while the house was quiet.
As she ascended the staircase to the attic office, she felt again the air of gloom and despair that seemed to hang over the entire floor. As she entered the room, she glanced at the colorful toys left there, untouched, for generations of Harris children: the silent rocking horse, waiting for a child to ride with wild abandon; the gaudy carousel pony, complete with his metal pole sticking up for a child’s hand to grasp; and the large jack-in-the-box with its broad grin, eerily silent in the corner amid a pile of wrapped boxes. Somehow, they no longer look as colorful or bright as they had been, she frowned. And there’s a certain…fog or mist in the air. Oh, for heaven’s sake, get over it and get busy.
Joanna frowned as she sat in front of her 21st century toy, the computer that obeyed her every command, cranking out page after page of a mystery that her publisher was waiting for. She thought, Mystery, my ass. I have my own mystery right here, but nobody would believe it.
How is it that the attic was left in pristine condition from almost a century ago? Did nobody want to remove the toys, give them to charity, convert the room into a guest room, or a billiard table installed for the men in the family? Not that she objected to the toys being left there; they were kind of like company for her as she wrote day after day.
Joanna pounded out another email to Pam Spray:
She laughed silently as she remembered their long-standing joke about Pam’s husband, William Pillsbury. Pam Spray marries The Doughboy was the tease around the publishing house and in emails to Joanna, Pam herself disclosed the ribbing, and soon Joanna was ending each email with the phrase, “Say hello to The Doughboy for me.”.
From: Joanna Elliott
Hi, Pam.
I’m pretty much settled here in the new house – or I should say, the new OLD house. Yep, we’ve moved into another old house, and while this one doesn’t have a sunroom for an office, I’m making do very nicely in the attic playroom, where generations of children’s toys lie scattered about, keeping me company.
Sabbath, however, doesn’t like this room. Maybe she’s afraid of the giant carousel horse, or the Raggedy Ann and Andy dolls. Who knows what spooks a cat, especially one as sensitive as Sabbath? Just between you and me, I hope to heaven she doesn’t present any more of her visions here in this house. I’ve had enough excitement for a while.
Besides, what could have happened here in this nice old house where children played, marriages took place, and babies were born? I think I’ll check into the lineage of the former owner, Martha Dixon, and where the county records don’t complete the story, Jolene certainly can. Her family was one of the original settlers around here, and stories have been told around their house for years about the Cyrus Harris family.
I wish Martha were here to fill me in on the mysteries of this house and its former occupants. She moved to a nice new condo complex and then the next thing we knew, she died in her sleep. I really liked her, and would have loved getting to know her better.
Well, enough of this. I’m getting to work again on the newest novel; aren’t you glad to see I’ve rejoined the land of the living? I should have a first draft in a couple of weeks, if things continue to go as well as they have been.
Say hello to The Doughboy for me. J
Joanna, the new homeowner.
Chapter Seven
Joanna looked up in astonishment as she heard the downstairs front door slam and Jason yell plaintively, “Mom! I’m home!”
“Okay,” she returned the call. She punched the “save” button before she scooted her chair away from the desk and headed downstairs. Once again, she wondered why none of the clocks worked in the house, including her wristwatch, and that little quirk had prevented her from keeping several appointments on time recently. She happened to think maybe the clock on her computer screen would be immune to whatever was affecting the other timepieces in the house; maybe an electronic or digital clock would be immune to whatever vibrations in the house caused regular clocks to stop.
Joanna returned to the watch repair man/clock salesman to inquire about a digital clock. “Sure, I have ‘em. Mind me askin’ why you would want to buy such a timepiece? Are you a scientist-type person who’s interested in how things work?”
Joanna laughed. “Far from it. I’m just a person who needs to be able to tell the time in my house. All the clocks, even our watches – which you have checked out and declared nothing wrong with them”….she reminded Estill Vaughn, the proprietor.
“Well, I don’t know what kind of problem you would have with timepieces, otherwise, Ms Kelly. But if you want to purchase this clock, or any other clocks like it, I certainly will sell it to you.”
Joanna paid the price, promising to return at another time for more of the same type of clock. If this one, indeed, worked. He bristled a bit at that. “Of course, it will work. All my clocks are guaranteed.”
Joanna started to remind him he had said that about her watch, and Sam’s watch, but then thought better of it. So she smiled politely and left.
This clock seemed immune to the peculiar virus-like affliction that had stopped all the timepieces in the house. Since it was more important for Sam to get up and leave for work on time every morning, Joanna left it on the nightstand on his side of the bed.
The next morning, the clock was still running. Joanna sighed in relief. “I’ll have to go back to Mr. Vaughn’s and get another couple of clocks….one for the kitchen and one for my office, even if they are expensive.”
Sam nodded as he straightened his tie. “Promptness is a virtue,” he agreed, adding, “At least that’s what my parents instilled in me.”
“I’m sorry I couldn’t have met your parents,” Joanna said, straightening the pillows on the bed.
“They would have loved you. They always wanted me to have the best of everything. Maybe it was to make up for the fact that they never wanted me to feel like I was not really ‘their child, that I was adopted as a baby”
Joanna nodded.
“Did you ever want to find your “real” parents?
“Birth parents,” Sam corrected. “I never thought it was important enough. You know the old saying….let sleeping dogs lie? Occupational joke,” he laughed.
Joanna made a face.
“I was adopted in Fort Worth. I can find out if I ever want to, though….or, if you want to know.” He smiled at her. “Are you anxious to know if we’re going to have a bad seed?”
“Of course not. Everything’s going to be okay. But, I’d like to know about your medical issues, if there are any, in your birth family. Like, are you or your children likely to develop diabetes, or any other diseases?”
“Okay, if you’re really that anxious. Our baby isn’t due for a while, you know.”
“I know.” She sighed and patted her belly.
“Maybe you can find that information on the Internet,” he suggested as they walked downstairs together. “There are lots of sites for people looking to find their birth parents. Who knows? You might find my birth parents.”
“Are you sure you want to know, after all these years?”
He laughed. “What do you mean, ‘all these years?’ I’m not that old!”
“You know what I mean. You never really cared before.”
“Well, like you said, I never had a reason to know about my birth family before. But now that we’re going to have a child, I really think we should know.”
She nodded. “I’ll see what I can find. And,” she added with a laugh, “maybe I can find out why all the clocks in the house stopped at five o’clock every day. Maybe there’s a geographical fault line running under the house…”
“Bye, sweetie,” Sam chucked her under her chin. “See you tonight. Unless,” he paused before reaching his car, “the Prentice’s little Scottie goes into labor.”
Joanna laughed and shut the door.
Back upstairs, she urged Jason out of his bed and down for breakfast.
Jolene was entering the door as Joanna ushered Jason to the kitchen.
“Good morning,” Jolene greeted her. “How are you all doing today?”
“Great, Jolene,” Joanna replied. “Coffee?”
She nodded. “That would be great, Ms. Kelly.”
“Oh, what’s this Ms. Kelly business? I’d like you to call me Joanna.”
The girl blushed, then replied, “Well, you know how it is around here….all Southern manners and customs, you know? But I’ll try to remember to call you Joanna, Miz. Joanna.” She blushed again at her gaffe, then accepted the coffee cup. “Morning, Jason.”
Jason nodded, his mouth too full of cereal to speak.
“Jolene, you know lots of people in this town, don’t you?”
She put her cup down and replied, “Yeah, I guess I do.”
“What do you know about the history of this house?”
“Well, like what?” Jolene frowned. “Didn’t Tommy Joe tell you about it?”
Joanna laughed. “He didn’t go into much detail. And Martha Dixon was going to tell us more about it, but then she….passed away? Is that what you all say around here?”
“‘Passed away, departed this life, went to be with Jesus…’”those are pretty much the expressions we use.”
“Okay. So tell me what you know about Martha Dixon.”
“Bless her heart,” Jolene began. “She never married, you know. And I do know a little bit about the families who have lived here….like old Emily Harris. After her little girl died, the story is the old lady went into every room and stopped all the clocks at 5:00. I guess she thought if she did that, her little Lucy wouldn’t have died. “
She shrugged. “I don’t know how much of that is true, but everybody in a small town knows everybody’s business even if it’s waaaay back in years….”
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