
  
    [image: Secrets in the Attic]
  


  
    
      SECRETS IN THE ATTIC

    

    
      
        NANINE CASE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        What readers are saying about Nanine’s Books

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Books by Nanine Case

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Secrets in the Attic

        Copyright© 2025 by Nanine Case

        ISBN: 9781955642330

        www.WrittenMusings.com

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a fictional work. All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are solely the concepts and products of the author’s imagination or are used to create a fictitious story and should not be construed as real. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form by any means, without the prior permission in writing, except in the case of brief quotations, reviews, and articles.

        For any other permission, please visit www.WrittenMusings.com for contact links.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT READERS ARE SAYING ABOUT NANINE’S BOOKS

          

        

      

    

    
      "I felt as if I had taken the journey... Very good storytelling and it kept me coming back to find out what happens next." — Goodreads (In Search of the Cannibal King)

      

      "I was on the edge of my seat reading this book... Filled with persistence & adventure, a fun & beautiful read! — Goodreads (In Search of the Cannibal King)

      

      "What a great story of love and heartbreak, loyalty and betrayal, resilience and survival." — Goodreads (Cannibal King)

      

      "An excellent read, complete with adventure and intrigue. — Goodreads (Cannibal King)
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      In 1870, New Bedford pulsed with the rhythm of the sea, a city where fortunes were made and lives risked. Elegant mansions built on whaling wealth stood in stark contrast to the lively, rough-and-tumble waterfront, teeming with whaleships and schooners. Here, tradespeople, seamen, and merchants alike reaped the bounty of the thriving whaling industry. For those weary from long voyages, the city offered vibrant distractions: gambling dens, brothels, saloons, and dance halls, providing a much-needed break. Amidst this bustling scene, two generations of the Rumell and Dixon families shared a remarkable story.

      Forty-two-year-old Lucretia Rumell Dixon stood at the picture window of the Rumell family’s New Bedford home, staring across the landscape at a portrait of winter. Beyond the frosted window pane, drifting snowflakes formed a blanket of white over autumn’s fallen leaves, dressing the sprawling limbs of maple trees in glistening white sleeves. With Christmas only a few months away, Lucretia lapsed into a memory.

      The Christmas of 1845, a cloud of sadness hung over the Rumell home. The Rumell’s only son and Lucretia’s only brother, John, had vanished in the night in October, leaving New Bedford and his family behind to pursue the arduous life of a whaler. The joy of the season felt dim without his presence.

      Reflecting on her favorite sibling, a young man who kept his thoughts and feelings close, Lucretia recalled how he had confided his persistent call to the sea. She understood his adventurous, restless nature and, therefore, felt no judgment. The rest of the Rumell family, however, weren’t so accepting, especially their younger sister, Ginny. Her haughty words were delivered with a harsh sting: “Why pursue a life on a filthy whaleship? Honor Father’s wishes and be a respectable bookkeeper, like him. Instead, you choose the docks surrounded by foul-mouthed sailors, loose women, and ale. Make us proud, John Rumell, marry a nice New Bedford girl!”

      Lucretia sensed, with a certainty that defied Ginny’s arguments and their father’s harsh words, that her brother’s leaving for his calling was inevitable. After John’s secret departure, the days stretched into weeks, then months, without a whisper of his whereabouts. A heavy dread settled over the family as they feared the worst.

      A brief reprieve from worry arrived at the Rumell home in the fall of 1846 via a letter from John to his mother, Mary Rumell. In it, he expressed profound distress and his intention to leave the ship he signed on to, hoping to find another to carry him back to New Bedford.

      Unfortunately, this proved to be their last communication.

      As the years passed, his fate has remained shrouded in uncertainty and unanswered questions.

      The image of her brother’s handsome face, a constant presence in Lucretia’s mind, brought a familiar ache to her chest. His beautiful hazel eyes, which had held such depth when he spoke, the sandy hair framing his wide brow… The recollection was a painful reminder of a loss that felt too great for Lucretia to bear. She pulled her gaze from the window, the unanswered question of his fate, after a quarter of a century, weighing heavily on her.

      Lucretia, like everyone in New Bedford, lived with the constant knowledge that the sea, which gave the town its livelihood, could also swiftly snatch away its sons. The Rumell family felt this truth deeply, having no information on his fate.

      Listening to the sailors’ conversations at her husband’s store, a hub of maritime news, Lucretia absorbed the grim realities of their lives at sea. She heard of ships battered by storms, men swept away, and the heartbreaking stories of those never seen again, their vessels lost to the tempests, and their remains cast upon distant shores.

      The perils were many—the treacherous whale hunts, diseases like dysentery and scurvy, and the whispers of men, who, after long voyages, chose lives in foreign lands, forever abandoning their families. In time, Lucretia came to accept that, whatever his fate, her brother would never return to New Bedford. Though time would heal her emotional wounds, her vow to never forget him would remain strong.

      In the years that followed her brother’s mysterious disappearance, Lucretia found an abundance of life’s blessings, including a loving Scottish husband, James Aaron Dixon, their gentle fourteen-year-old daughter, Abigail, and their nine-year-old son, whom they called Junior, who was just now, skidding joyfully across the parlor floor, taking her from her thoughtful moment.
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      Ten Years Earlier – 1860

      Outside Dr. Finius Pendergrass’s examining room, a hush had fallen over the usually busy clinic hallway.

      James Aaron Dixon stood a tall lanky figure against the backdrop of the quiet space, the closed door a barrier between him and the answer that could reshape their world. The muffled voices within spoke of his wife’s visit—a confirmation, they hoped, of a new life. But the memory of two lost pregnancies, two heartbreaks, hung heavy in the air, making every beat of his heart a question mark. He yearned for a son, a legacy for the Dixon name, but the path to parenthood had been fraught with pain.

      In spite of their past disappointments, James could not chase away that overpowering emotion of male pride that accompanied his yearning for a son, adding another masculine figure to a household of three women. Not to mention how proud his late Scottish father would be, were he alive, with another male to carry on the Dixon line. James could imagine his father from heaven, boasting in his thick Scottish accent, “We’re strongggg leadrrrrs, we Dixons. An’ mighty prrrroud to bearrrr the name.”

      There was no denying James Dixon’s steadfast reputation as a strong leader in the whaling town of New Bedford. He was a committed abolitionist who actively worked against slavery, often putting himself in danger to help runaway slaves. He was also the respected proprietor of a successful mercantile that provided many of the needs of New Bedford’s thriving whaling community.

      The town’s people often referred to him as the man who looks you straight in the eye.

      And yet, at the moment, anticipation clenched his chest as he awaited news on his wife’s condition.
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        * * *

      

      On the other side of the examination door, old Dr. Pendergrass, having completed his examination, paused to wash his hands in the porcelain basin. Lucretia waited in the awkward silence, her head lowered in anticipation.

      “You are right, my dear. You are with child,” he said, looking at Lucretia with tired eyes over the rim of his spectacles.

      Lucretia placed a concerned hand to her mouth and looked toward the closed door where her anxious husband waited. “Are you certain, Dr. Pendergrass?”

      “As certain as night will fall upon another day in New Bedford,” he replied in his slow, nasally New England drawl. “Two months pregnant, in fact.”

      “But I’m thirty-six, and I’ve already miscarried twice.” She released a pained sigh.” I don’t think I could bear the loss of another child, Doctor.”

      Dr. Pendergrass placed a gentle hand on Lucretia’s shoulder. “Get dressed, Mrs. Dixon. I will beckon James for further discussion.”

      James studied Lucretia’s face but waited for the family doctor, who’d been with them through all their pregnancies.

      “Your wife is with child, James.”

      James looked admiringly at Lucretia, elegant as any lady with her high-collared lace blouse covering her long and graceful neck, and her thick sandy hair piled neatly atop her head. “Although she’s quite fit for a woman her age, Doctor, she is thirty-six-years-old.”

      “It’s no wonder she’s such a picture of health…” Dr. Pendergrass’s Adam’s apple moved rhythmically beneath his bowtie as he spoke. “With all her frequent chasings up and down your old house’s steep flight of stairs to answer Mary Rumell’s ringing bell, she gets plenty of exercise.”

      Lucretia’s look of concern dissolved into a gentle gaze. “I do, Sir. I am my mother’s devoted caretaker.”

      “That you are, my dear. You were the strength and backbone of your family, which is why your sisters and brother John always left the responsibility of Mary’s care to you. I have been there through it all, treating your mother for her fits.” He stared up at the ceiling. “Let’s see, going on nearly thirty years now.”

      James rubbed his chin contemplatively, choosing his words carefully. “What action must we take to assure this baby makes it to full term?” His large black eyes held Dr. Pendergrass’s with a steady gaze.

      A consoling Dr. Pendergrass replied, “Even though your wife has miscarried twice, does not mean the same situation will present this time. There have been studies done with women who’ve suffered from the same condition as Lucretia. Patients who remained in bed for the term of their pregnancy have had normal deliveries.” The doctor turned to Lucretia. “To bed you will go for the next seven months. I will come by to check on the baby as it progresses in your womb.”

      Lucretia looked at her husband and Dr. Pendergrass with pleading eyes. “Who will care for mother when she has one of her asthmatic fits?”

      Dr. Pendergrass took out Mary Rumell’s note card from his file and studied it. “Your mother has not had an attack of dyspnea since the spring. I examined the radiograph taken of her chest then, and there were no abnormalities to suggest tuberculosis or a heart condition. Since the skin test revealed that her condition is brought on, in part, by ragweed and horse dander, if we confine her to the indoors this winter, she might avoid a serious attack. If she were to have a fit, she could benefit by smoking thorn-apple cigarettes, which I will prescribe. I can also treat her with a subcutaneous shot of adrenaline. Both have positive effects for asthma patients.”

      “I don’t carry those types of cigarettes in my store. Where might I buy them?” asked James.

      “They are readily available at the apothecary shop,” said Dr. Pendergrass.

      Lucretia chimed in, “I also find that a teapot of boiling water set beneath a tent produces steam that seems to relieve her from the wheezing.”

      Dr. Pendergrass nodded his approval. “You will need to think only for your health and the safety of your baby. As for your mother’s daily care, isn’t Abigail capable of picking up where you leave off, Lucretia?”

      James shook his head. “Abigail is not yet five-years-old. Should we need help, I’ll hire a housekeeper and a cook. Abigail does not need to bear the burden.”

      “Splendid,” said Dr. Pendergrass, his eyes alight with satisfaction. “Let’s continue our discussion regarding the blessed event coming in October of next year.”

      “You are right, Doctor,” said Lucretia. “James and I have truly been blessed… for the fourth time.” She pressed a hand against her abdomen, and a sudden feeling of joy filled her for the new life growing inside her. She felt a renewed hope that she would bear a second child. Perhaps a son to carry on the Dixon name.
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        * * *

      

      Six months and twenty-one days hence of Dr. Pendergrass’s confirmation of her pregnancy, at five o’clock in the morning, Lucretia woke with a start as warm water spilled down her thighs and soaked the bed sheets.

      It is too early, she thought, looking down from the wood lavatory upon which she sat viewing the miracle unfolding between her sprawled legs. Lucretia was relieved at the sight of the small head capped with a mass of sandy-colored hair, but she feared the little one’s swift arrival. Two weeks early.

      “James, dear, get up!” She called for her husband, who was still wrapped warmly beneath the quilt and locked dreamily in a sound sleep.

      James Dixon, attired in his nightshirt, flew out from beneath the covers to see Victor, the family’s new sable-colored collie pup engaged in a wide yawn, tail wagging.

      “What is it, dear?” asked an unsuspecting James, ignoring the dog who whined to take him for his morning walk.

      Lucretia released a pained groan. “Go, quickly. Fetch Dr. Pendergrass. Our child is in a hurry to be born.”
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      On October 15th, 1861, six months after the start of the Civil War and nearly sixteen years to the day after John Rumell had stolen into the night, sandy-haired, hazel-eyed, seven-pound, eight-ounce James John Dixon—his first name after his father, his middle after his missing Uncle John, and immediately dubbed Junior—popped headlong into the world.

      Born two weeks before his due date, and nearly in the toilet at that, the infant rested contentedly atop his mother’s abdomen, still attached by the umbilical cord. By the time the sleepy-eyed Dr. Pendergrass arrived, Junior had discovered his lungs and was giving a healthy announcement to the anxious doctor—and most likely the entire neighborhood—that he had arrived.

      Pride and joy emanated from James. At long last, he had a son to fill their happy household and carry on the Dixon name.
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        * * *

      

      And fill the household Junior did… with an inclination toward mischievousness that set everyone in the family on their heels. After Junior’s hasty entry, it was hard for Lucretia to process what moved faster, time or her boy.

      At nine months, and without even a minor rehearsal, the spry toddler set himself free of the wooden cart and waddled gleefully across the parlor floor.

      This delighted James and Lucretia, who may have been somewhat premature in boasting to each other of their son’s intelligence. For when they discovered that the unrestrained Junior was intent on claiming everything in his path, and Lucretia caught him tugging at the bone their dog Victor had clenched between his teeth and was claiming with a growl, Lucretia was nearly undone for fear the bone might be replaced with her son’s tiny hand.

      Everyone who knew Junior believed that it was a small miracle that the overactive toddler made it to age three without casualty. But he was, after all, the second-generation descendant of bold Scots who were, according to his late grandfather… strongggg leaderrrrs, and it was abundantly apparent that Junior was not going to disappoint.

      When Lucretia finally decided it was time to leave—more appropriately, brave—Junior to the care of her gentle teenage daughter, Abigail, an inventive Junior decided to engage Victor as his personal pony. After several attempts to mount Victor, taking a few handfuls of fur when Victor pitched him off in objection, Junior gave the dog a loud and bold reprimand and remounted the now-docile collie, grabbing two hands full of Victor’s luxurious white ruff into reins.

      For quiet and unassuming Abigail, it was a comedy in motion watching Victor charge through the house with her little brother teetering on his back.

      But when the duo finally wound up in the parlor, and Victor’s bushy mahogany-tipped tail swiped the oil lamp, sending it flying across the table, and onto Grandmother Rumell’s beautiful hand-made hooked rug, Abigail shouted for Junior to stop.

      Still undeterred, a roguish Junior gave his sable pony a few swift kicks to the side and across the rug. Victor ran, leaving a trail of oily paw prints on their continued adventure throughout the house.

      That evening, Junior felt the bite of his father’s switch and the humiliation of having to stand perfectly still in a dark corner, grimacing in displeasure with his rapidly numbing fingers clasped tightly in front of him.
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      By the time Junior was seven, he was taller than the average boy of his age; even the freckles on the bridge of his turned-up nose had grown and spread to brown patches on his cheeks. His legs outgrew his torso, and he spoke with a lisp through the empty space where teeth once were.

      Nonetheless, there was no denying he was all-boy and one who delighted in his own company with Victor, his loyal companion, always at his side. Everything that came to Junior’s mind came alive in the wooded haven where boy and dog acted out Junior’s adventures.

      No tree was too tall, and the recurring torn shirts and breeches were normal. Best, though, were the trees with the vine-like ropes from which he swung wildly into space with Victor barking and jumping up at his heels while he was midflight.

      Not so adventurous, though, was the enemy that often faced him two days after he had sailed on a rope that planted him in a patch of poison ivy. He wasn’t any happier peering through the pink circles of calamine lotion, and the tormenting itch that sentenced him to an hour in an oatmeal bath didn’t help matters either.

      Those first years of mud puddles, bugs in pockets, frogs in the pantry, and near misses were only the beginning of James and Lucretia’s miracle boy’s adventures. For Junior, the best adventure was yet to come.
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      December 1870

      Junior woke with a start from the sensation of Victor’s cold wet nose pressing against his cheek.

      “Leave me be, Victor,” he groaned unhappily, pulling the double layer of quilts over his head and shutting out the dawn of the winter day that was creeping through the snow-covered panes of glass in his bedroom.

      The undeterred collie was determined to get the boy up and release him to the squirrel shaking his bushy tail and tormenting him from the low-lying maple tree branch. Victor grabbed a chunk of quilt between his teeth and tugged, but Junior just wanted to sleep away the cold until his mother’s announcement that it was time to get ready for school.

      “Bad dog,” Junior hollered, and Victor relented, tucking his tail between his legs and moving to the window. There he whined and jumped onto the sill, giving a loud bark of warning to the pair of squirrels who always teased him.

      Now wide awake and reluctant to brave the cold room where the coal stove had all but died, Junior drifted into a daydream as he stared at his painted wooden rocking horse. He had asked Santa to bring him the rocking horse after his furry pony ruined Nana Rumell’s beautiful hooked rug. And Santa had fulfilled his request.

      Now that Junior’s legs had grown longer than the horse was tall and his feet too wide for the stirrups, the little rocking horse sat idle in the corner. Junior would still tug at its mane from time to time, remembering how fiercely he’d once ridden through make-believe woods.

      He drifted back to sleep.

      Lucretia stood in the doorway of Junior’s bedroom holding a dimmed lantern, the scent of cooked apples mingling with fried doughnuts drifting into the room with her. Victor left the squirrels to their antics, and went to greet his mistress, sniffing her apron.

      Junior pushed back the covers and scooted his lanky legs over the side of the bed.

      His mother picked up a ball, tossing it into his wooden toy chest. “Miss McCullough sent word that she’s down with a nasty cold, so there will be no school today.”

      Junior crawled back beneath the covers to catch the warmth.

      Lucretia chided, “You’re not getting the day off to play with Victor. The nor’easter has left another six inches of snow across New Bedford. Many of the ships have tied up for safe haven in the harbor. Your father hitched Midnight to the sleigh and rode to the store before daylight. He desires that you come to the store later on this morning to help him with the overflow of customers needing supplies for the storm. He said you’ll need to drive the sleigh to old Lena Clafflin’s home to deliver her groceries.”

      Junior wasn’t happy to hear that the beautiful red-haired, green-eyed schoolteacher he secretly had a crush on was not well. At the same time, he was overjoyed by his father’s new-found confidence in his ability to assist him in the store.

      The thought of spending the day at the Dixon Mercantile, listening to the stranded seamen spin their yarns sounded like a real adventure. And he loved ninety-six-year-old Lena, who dressed in black mourning garments, and always rewarded him with a stick of peppermint when he delivered her his mother’s fresh donuts. Not to mention the sleigh ride with Victor perched on the seat beside him.

      Before his descent to the kitchen, Junior knocked on the door of his grandmother’s room to see if she needed the steaming kettle to start her day.

      Mary Rumell was sitting in her rocking chair, a shawl draped over the shoulders of her ankle-length nightdress, and just looking out the window.

      “Come in, Junior,” Nana called.

      Junior felt the warmth emerging from the iron stove as he entered the large room.

      “Good morning, Nana,” he said to his seventy-eight-year-old grandmother whose hair was as white as the snow covering the ground. “Shall I fetch the kettle for you?”

      Mary Rumell smiled at her grandson with eyes clouded from age, her cheeks a bright rosy pink from the excess heat in the room. “No, dear. I am quite well this morning. Furthermore, I am finding much pleasure gazing at the blanket of white outside and the family of shrews tunneling for food beneath it. Such are the simple pleasures of your old grandmother.”

      “All right, Nana. I’ll check on you later.” Junior thought of the fried donuts that waited and turned to leave.

      “Wait,” Nana said softly. “Your mother told me there will be no school today. Sit and visit with me for a short while.” Mary motioned at the carved wood chair with the red damask seat where Junior often sat, anxious to hear his grandmother’s stories.

      Junior hopped onto the chair and waited.

      Mary drew her mouth into a warm smile that pulled the wrinkles of her life’s story with it. “This morning I was thinking that winter was your late grandfather’s favorite time of the year. That bright red sleigh that carried your father to the store this morning has been in our family for as long as I can remember. Your grandfather’s favorite Christmas gift to his family was to take us to the harbor on a sleigh ride Christmas Eve. It was such a sight viewing the ships all decorated with their flickering lanterns. And, oh, how we all delighted in the sound of the horse’s bells jingling as we plod merrily through the snow on our way.”
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