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Prologue 1
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How many days had it been, Marge wondered as she walked through the swamp of the Wateree River. The thirty-year-old African American had been set free by her plantation owners after the signing of the Emancipation Act, and Ratification of the 13th Amendment. While many celebrated, all Marge knew was she no longer had a roof, bed, or mistress who cared more for her as much as her mother had in her native Jamaica.

Like many plantation slaves of her day, she and the other women helped take care of the domestic duties in the house, while the men colored folk worked the tobacco and rice fields. The only affection she knew from the men folk was unfulfilled promises of marriage after she had serviced them. 

Marge and the others walked as a group for many days, but slowly they each went their separate ways. She walked through the fields and woods of undeveloped South Carolina eating wild mushrooms, blue and straw berries or what she could find. She lived off the charity of others. Some white folk would let her sleep in their barn but hastily sent her on her way for fear of retribution from the Yankee’s for having a black on their land. The assumption would be they were ignoring the will of the North, not being helpful.

Marge came to the three-story mansion the fifteenth day of her emancipation. She was hungry, her feet were swollen and starting to rot from river fungus. Marge could not help but scratch due to her brown skin being covered in mosquito bites. She had scrapes from thorns. When Marge stumbled onto the dirt road that led to the mansion as dusk fell that night, she thought she was going to sleep beside the road. Instead, a three-story mansion appeared. 

She shook with fright at the two cement lions crouching on either side of the long cement steps that led up to the big oak door. Gargoyles were on all four corners of the roof, crouched with their arms outstretched and faces frozen in a scream ready to pounce on unwanted guest. Ivy had completely covered the wall to her left.

Marge walked up the staircase slowly. Part of her felt that it would be better to sleep in the woods. But her hunger, lack of sleep, and loneliness urged her forward. She expected an old butler, or maid would meet her, tell her she could sleep in the barn then be on her way come morning. 

She grabbed the big iron ring in the mouth of a stone lion’s head and knocked on the large oak door. The sound echoed through the house carried on the same wind that had the faint sent of burnt flesh, wood, or clothing which assault the negro’s nose.

The sound slap slap slap slap of bare feet on wooden floor then muffled as the individual coming to answer the door walked over rugs reached Marge’s ears along with a female voice calling out,

“Who’s there?”  It was the sound of a woman in her forties. Not elderly, not a maid.

“I be set free woman,” Marge said. “I need sleep and food if you can, I’d be much obliged.”

Marge said wearily. A whippoorwill let out a call for love in the dark humid sky. Frogs croaked in a nearby stream. 

Did the two lions laying on their stomachs flanking both sides of the concrete steps look back at the newly freed woman? She glanced back thankful it was her overactive imagination working through weary black eyes. Although she wondered. 

Rebecca Rhinehart wasn’t expecting visitors in the early evening. Who would be out at this hour? She had already dressed in her nightgown and drawn her bath for the night trying to get rid of the smell of smoke from the furnace behind the house. She knew Robert would not come back from his trip to fetch the preacher’s daughter for another day or so. She remembered the reason he went after the young college student.

“Too old,” He had screamed as the fifty-year old man he had on the examine table died. 

“That must be it,” he reasoned as he loosed the leather straps and motioned for his wife to take the body. “I’ve got to have a younger person with strong vitals.”

The next week he learned the local pastor would be away going two days by foot to pick up his daughter Fay Carter from the train depot in the Florence community. Rebecca’s mind came back to the present. 

She carefully opened the door ready to slam it shut if necessary. She smiled at the sight of the young negro woman standing before her and opened the door wide.

“I be so sorry to bother you missus...l” Marge started. “I was wondering if you might help me with a place to sleep for the night?”

Marge was shocked by Rebeca Rhinehart’s response.  “Why you must be one of those slaves President Lincoln freed. Come in come in.”

Marge thought back to the Santee plantation and how it was like living in paradise even though she was a negro slave from Jamaica, but if that was paradise then this must be heaven. 

She thought Rebecca Rhinehart looked like an angel dressed in a long flowing white sleep garment. She remembered the times she helped Mistress Daniel get hers on after she had bathed. 

“Oh, you be ready for bed missus,” Marge said. “If you show me where the kitchen is I get me a piece of food and go out to the barn for the night then be on my way.” Rebeca looked at her and laughed.

“Pishposs on that silly idea child,” she grabbed her hand and led her through the home to a big kitchen. “Would you like an apple?” Mrs Rhinehart asked handing one to her. The freed slave had never been in such a big kitchen. It had metal pans hanging from the iron hooks on the wall, bread, and fruit.

“I am assuming you cooked for your former owners?” Rebecca asked. Marge nodded.

“And you were probably your Mistresses’ hand maiden; did everything they asked you too?” Marge nodded shamefully, as she bit into the apple.

“No need for any of that here,” Rebecca announced. “As a matter of fact, let me treat you to something I bet you never had,”

Rebecca Rhinehart let Marge keep eating her apple and led her to the master bedroom and then the bathroom. There was a stand-alone porcelain tub.

“If you don’t mind sharing the water it is still warm,” Rebecca said with a smile.

Marge grinned wildly at the thought. She had often helped her mistress bathe and enjoyed the warm water on her skin, but she never imagined having one.

“You sure you don’t mind?” Marge asked. 

“Of course,” Rebecca said with a smile. “As a matter of fact,” she lit a couple of candles from the flame of her lantern and helped Marge undress and slip into the tub.

“You poor dear,” Rebecca said as she saw the wounds from the mosquito bites, cuts, and her feet. Marge didn’t know what to think as Dr Richard Rhinehart’s wife let her bathe. She disappeared for a moment only to return minutes later with a mascon jar full of white powder. The doctor's wife helped her out the tub after she soaked for a while. When Marge dried off Rebecca went to treating her wounds with baking soda paste and carefully washed and dried her feet. Then to top it all off, she let her wear one of her night gowns and took her to a guest room. It was the most wonderful bed the servant had ever slept in.

“Mrs Rhinehart, you’ve been so good to me,” Marge said sleepily. “I thank you so much,” she said. 

“Thinking nothing of it child,” she said and closed the door after blowing out the candles.

2

Marge awoke at sound of the big oak door opening. 

“Welcome home dear,” Rebekah Rhinehart’s voice was muffled but warm and cheerful.

“Help me get her in,” a male voice said gruffly. “I’ll need to sedate her again soon,”

“Yes dear,” Rebeca said dutifully. Marge slipped out of bed as she heard the two couple struggle to bring something, someone in the house.

She peaked out the door as the door across the hall from her closed. She heard more shuffling and the sound of clothes ripping.

“Isn’t she a wonderful specimen,” Marge heard the male voice say.

“Yes,” Rebecca answered admiringly.

“Get her down to the laboratory as soon as possible and incinerate her belongings,” the Dr ordered. “I’m tired from my journey and need a bath and a nap,”

“I’ve got a surprise for you dear,” Rebecca said. “We have a visitor,” 

Marge’s eyes grew wide with fear as she heard them walking towards the door.

“Is she in the other room,” the Dr asked, and Marge hurriedly got back in bed. She closed her eyes in fear as she heard the door open.

“Wonderful! Wonderful!” Marge heard the doctor exclaim. She pretended to just wake up.

“Ah hello, Mister sir.” Marge said. “I thank you for your hospitality,” she added.

“My she is very educated,” Dr. Rhinehart said to his wife. “And the youthful age too. Beautiful,” he walked nonchalantly into her room and announced himself.

“My dear, I am Dr Richard Rhinehart, this is my wife, Rebecca. You do not mind, do you?” He asked pulling back the blankets. Yes, yes, she will do nicely.” He commented. Marge glanced fearfully at Rebecca who smiled reassuringly. Marge let the doctor examine her feet legs and heart rate.

“Absolutely splendid my dear, get her ready like the others.” He announced and went out the room.

“Isn’t he brilliant?” Rebecca asked Marge and helped her up.

“Missus?” Marge asked.

“Richard is a scientist, a doctor. He is going to discover how to help bring people back from the dead! Won’t that be wonderful?” Marge didn’t know what was happening as she saw Rebecca get a small brown bottle out of the nightstand drawer and put a cloth over it.

“I think life and death be God’s business missus,” Marge said. 

“Oh, you are one of those believers?” Rebecca asked casually as she placed the bottle on the table.

“Yes mam, Misses Daniels done told me about Jesus and being saved. She taught me to read the Bible and poetry.”

“Ah, very good,” Rebecca said.

‘Missus what are you doing?” Marge asked as Rebecca got up close and put the chloroform-soaked cloth over her mouth and nose. She struggled to get free, but Mrs Rhinehart pined her to the bed until she was unconscious.

Rebecca Rhinehart smirked in triumph as the black woman lay unconscious on her guest bed. Rebecca yanked the gown off the woman and dragged her down to the basement laboratory. The doctor’s wife strapped her husband’s soon to be latest victim to a metal examination table. She would later do the same to the new arrival and then started the furnace.

4

When Marge awoke, she was in utter darkness. She tried to move but could not. Her hands and feet were tied to something that was metal and so cold it caused her naked body to shake.

“Missus Rhinehart?” She called out into the darkness. 

Had the wonderful night been a dream or a trap? She thought.

A candle appeared and she saw the ominous face of Dr. Richard Rhinehart. “I heard you call out my dear,” he said with a wicked smile.

Marge watched as the crazed scientist walked to her feet and pushed the metal cart, she was on into another, lit room.

She saw another woman, a young white girl. Clothing removed like her and tied by leather straps to a metal table. The Dr picked up a clip board and made several notes then smiled.

“Please forgive the harshness of all this,” The doctor said motioning to the ladies with a pencil. “All your data must be rightly recorded for this to be a proper study.” He put the clipboard down and walked between them motioning to each as he spoke. 

“Fran this is Marge, the two of you are about to make history,” he promised. Marge watched him reach for something behind him.

“This is a syringe full of pure nicotine,” he announced. He then described what was about to happen. “When you realize you are dead you must switch places quickly. I will restart your heart, and you will tell me what you experienced in the afterlife.”

Marge heard the young girl beg for her life. She promised if he let her go, she wouldn’t say anything to anyone. Fran looked fearfully at Marge who managed a weak smile of sympathy. 

Then Marge felt one last mosquito bite. She began to panic, and strain against the straps as the poison worked through her blood system. She clasped and released her hands as muscular spasm hit her and gasped for breath as her lungs failed. She felt as if her stomach would explode then released and Marge closed her eyes and died. 

5

When she awoke, she floated in the afterlife for what seemed like an eternity. She saw a light blue image rise beside her. 

“Get up,” she heard. Marge tried to but something held her back.

“Get up!” She heard Fay call again, “Please get up,” “We must switch places. We will tell him what happened and then I can go home to daddy, and you can. . .” The words faded from her mind as Marge felt herself jerked back down into her body.

Marge never did wake up even though Rhinehart brought her back. He got her heart and breathing started again. She was close to opening her eyes when the mob broke in and dragged the Dr and is wife out. They hanged them on the oak tree behind the house. Then Marge died.

––––––––
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Prologue 2

1

Marge quietly accepted her fate as God’s will for her life. Even though she floated in the cold blackness of the mansion, she could still see the luminescent form of the other forty- one people Rhinehart had murdered. 

She heard them cheer as the mob broke in the mansion doors and dragged the couple out the back door. Marge watched from a balcony as the mob hung them on an oak tree limb. Her eyes watched as their spirits drifted down out of the hanging bodies to await their victims’ assault.
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