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Prologue

​ One afternoon when I was eight years old and on my way home
from school, I noticed dark clouds above me. A block from home,
suddenly fear overwhelmed me and I started running very fast. I
didn’t know then, nor do I know now, what I thought was going to
get me, but I had to get inside to the protection of my
mother.

Out of breath, I ran up the steps onto the
front porch, then to the heavy wooden door. I pushed hard on it,
but it wouldn’t open. I pounded and pounded but it still wouldn’t
budge, so I reached up for the heavy brass knocker. The sound was
almost deafening as I slammed it against the door. Startled, I
stood back and the door opened all by itself. I hesitated,
wondering why it had decided to let me in. A clap of thunder jolted
me, and I panicked and rushed inside.

It was so dark in there I could hardly find
my way. I reached for the light switch, but it wasn’t there and I
bumped into the red mahogany piano. Then I slowly and carefully
made my way through the living room, through the dining room,
toward the kitchen. I could just feel that someone or something was
about to grab me, but I was afraid to look over my shoulder to see
what it was.

I heard a noise and stopped at the kitchen
doorway, my neck bristled with fear. The nauseating scent of
something horrible cooking almost choked me. I didn’t know what it
was, but it was nothing my mother ever cooked. I just knew that
something dreadful was in the kitchen, and I feared it was death. I
screamed, “Mother, help me! Where are you, Mother?”

Then from inside the kitchen came a very
small but intense light. Suddenly it sprung at me turning into a
skull and engulfing my whole face. It was so large that I could
only see the eye sockets. I screamed and woke up trembling and
crying.



​Chapter 1 — Fifty
Years Later

John Schilling’s
brand new, red, 1984 Mercedes was leaving Barstow, California
speeding east on I-40. All the way from San Diego, he had berated
himself for making this trip to Wallace, New Mexico, his hometown.
Now he had to once again deal with his parents’ home, the sold
brick house.

He turned on the radio and punched all of
the FM buttons one by one. There was nothing but noise on any
setting. He tried the AM buttons but found only loud country music,
people singing through their noses, and some man speaking Spanish
so fast he had not idea what the guy was saying. Ah, nothing I want
to hear, he thought. Yes, this certainly is a Radio Dead Area, an
R.D.A.

As he turned off the radio he remembered
asking his mother to leave the house to his sister. Now her son has
it and wants to sell it, and who gets to see that it gets sold? Me,
that’s who. Here I am over six feet tall now, a strong, successful
eye doctor, but I still feel like I am the little, frail,
crossed-eyed kid who did everything to please so he wouldn’t get
picked on or beat up.

He took a drink of his coffee that had been
sitting on the console between the front seats. He asked himself
why he was the one going to sell the thing. “Why? Because I never
could say no to anyone,” he said under his breath as he banged his
hand on the steering wheel. He shook his head no as he passed a
slow moving car. Then when he had pulled back into the right lane
he relaxed at bit. He didn’t want to go back to the land of his
private hell. All his life he had tried to escape Wallace. Now
fifty-eight years old, he was going back there.

A fast moving car blasted by John and it
startled him and broke his train of thought. Well, there’s one good
thing about going back home; Roberto will be there, John thought.
He hadn’t seen him in ten years and wondered if he had lost any
weight. He remembered that they were like Abbott and Costello.
Roberto was fat with dark hair. John was slim with very light brown
hair. John smiled as he thought of the good times they had
together.

One time they tied rocks on the end of
ropes. Standing on a store roof, they lowered the ropes, and then
swung them to knock off the big hats of the cowboys below. It was
funny to watch the cowboys blame each other for knocking off their
hats.

John heard the horn of a train in the
distance. He looked to his left and saw a long freight train
speeding along near him. He laughed as he thought about the time
they were in Belen and went to the railroad freight yards.

At the Belen yards, freight trains rarely
stopped completely when changing crews, as it was difficult to
stop, then start them again. When a train changed crews, the new
crew would get on while the train was still going about five miles
per hour. Then the old crew would carefully step off. When the
freight train was moving slowly, boys would jump on the freight
cars, ride it through the yard, then jump off. One time Roberto
failed to get off before the train picked up speed, and hanging to
the outside of a freight car, rode all the way to the next stop.
Roberto always said that he did it on purpose.

As far as girls were concerned, he and
Roberto felt they were invisible. If we were in school now, in
1984, we would be called nerds, John thought. Roberto was too
intellectual, besides being overweight and correcting everyone’s
English. No girls really looked at them and John wondered now what
he ever saw in most of them.

John also wondered what the old house looked
like now. Did the last renters tear it up? It was so warm in the
winter, cool in the summer, and that front porch all the way across
the front, how great it was to swing high and let the swing bang
against the house. Whatever it looked like, he’d get it fixed up
and sell it. At least his sister had hired a realtor who had
started getting it ready. The less he had to do with the house, the
better. The place gave him the creeps and he didn’t know why.

As the Colorado River and Needles came into
view, he thought, I only have about four hundred more miles to
go, and I’ll probably get there tonight. Tomorrow I’ll have
breakfast with Roberto at Rosie’s Café if it’s still there. Of
course, it’s still there. Some things live forever. If Rosie’s
closed, Wallace would fold up and blow away. Rosie’s — with
those horrible chrome chairs and that awful gray and red linoleum.
I hope it’s still there.

Just as the sun was going down behind him,
John approached the city limits of Albuquerque. Before him was nine
mile hill, the part of I-40 that lead down the west side of the Rio
Grande Valley and to the river. From this point, he could see the
whole valley with its thousands of lights. Just a few more
miles, he thought, and then I’ll find a motel and go to bed.
Tomorrow early I can drive to Wallace.

The next morning he was up at six, took a
shower, put on his Levi’s and a T-shirt and checked out of the
motel. Fifty minutes later he entered Wallace. The sign said the
population was 21,742 and the altitude was 6,793 feet. There used
to be a plaque that said that Wallace, New Mexico, was named for
Lew Wallace, who wrote Ben Hur when he was Governor of New
Mexico. Oh, yes, he remembered that it was under the statue of Lew
Wallace in the city park. “Hey, look,” he said out loud, as he
noticed an old coal mine steam locomotive and coal car on a track
in the park. Memories of when coal was king in Wallace, he
thought.

John remembered that New Mexico towns on a
highway were usually like the small intestine. That is, they were
very long, sometimes five miles long. He remembered explaining it
to his partner in San Diego. “You see, George, a long town has many
gas stations, cafés, motels, and garages to suck money from the
tourists, just like the small intestine is long to permit it to
absorb what it wants from food we eat.”

John noticed the speed limit sign, 25 MPH.
He saw the new large gas stations, which had replaced the smaller
ones he had known. As he drove down the main street, he looked for
stores he remembered. Well, Garcia’s Laundry was still there. So
was the King Hotel, but it appeared to have offices in it now. A
friend of his, Les, had lived at the King when he went to high
school. His parents were divorced and both married again. Les was
sort of an orphan, and he cleaned the rooms there for a small
salary and his room. The “Girls” at the hotel were very kind to
Les.

He noticed the old railroad tracks and
freight house; now deserted. The coalmines had all closed, so there
was no need for the railroad to come to Wallace. At the next signal
light was Rosie’s. Yes, it was still there. This is where he turned
right and drove three blocks up the hill to the brick house.

Well, here I am, John thought as he
parked his car next to the curb in front of the old brick house.
After a few moments, he reluctantly got out of the car and stood at
the curb. He looked at the window of the front bedroom and then
turned away. I don’t want to look at this place, especially the
window of that room. Again he asked himself why he was in front
of the house he always hated and feared. He thought he had escaped
this place.

He shrugged and looked around, then noticed
a sign that read FOR SALE in large red letters and KEARNEY REALTY
in blue letters.

A middle-aged man with thinning gray hair
came out of the front door, turned on his smile and walked toward
him. “Interested in the property?” he asked. Then he eagerly added,
“Would you like to look inside?”

“No, thanks. Actually, I grew up in this
house.”

He took a few steps toward John. “Oh, you
must be Dr. Schilling.”

“Yes, I am.”

He put out his hand. “I’m Fred Kearney, your
realtor. Your sister wrote me that you were coming by.”

They shook hands as John said, “So how much
do we have to do to get it ready to sell?”

“It doesn’t need a lot, nothing major. It
needs painting, patch the roof, and a few other small repairs.
Probably get it all done in two weeks, maybe three.”

“I told her I could spare two weeks to get
everything done,” said John.

“The utilities are all on, so if there was
any furniture you could stay in the house while you’re here.”

“No, thanks. Seventeen years here was quite
enough.”

“Why? It looks like a pretty good house to
me. So when was it built?”

John had thoughts about the answer.
Should I say that in 1923, was it was born or built? Non-living
things are built; live things are born. Could it be that some
buildings are born? This house is definitely not a dead thing. This
house was born. So maybe I should say that in 1923 it was
born.

“This house was built in 1923; seven years
after my parents married.”

“It seems very well built.”

“Oh, it is. It’s a very solid brick house.
It’s not like a frame house with brick stuck on the outside. Yes,
it’s like a fortress, strong, mysterious.”

Kearney walked over to the water tap, turned
it on and picked up the hose. “Hard to get a house like that now,”
he said as he started to water a rose bush. Then he stopped and
said, “What do you mean mysterious?”

“Oh, nothing, I guess.
It’s just a family joke.” John knew he had better watch what he
said or Kearney would think he was a nut case.

Kearney laughed slightly, looked at John,
and went on to say, “Yes, I’ve noticed the full finished basement.
Rather convenient that the house sits on a hill so that the
basement at the back has windows and doors to the outside. So, when
did you leave here?”

“Well, I went to the Army when I was
seventeen. Then after I started practicing, I never returned except
for my parents’ funeral in 1966. They were killed in a car
accident.”

“That’s too bad. So, that’s been a long
time. Do you know anyone here now?”

“Yes, I know a few people here. It’s grown a
bit. This morning I’m going to have breakfast down at Rosie’s Café
with my old friend, Roberto Ocate. I haven’t seen him in a long
time.”

“I’ve only been here a few months and I’ve
heard the name, but I don’t know him. Let’s see, Dr. Ocate is a
psychiatrist, isn’t he?”

“Yes. We were great pals in school. We
competed for grades — everything — but we were always together.”
Then John looked toward the door. “Well, so much for the old days.
I’m supposed to meet him in ten minutes, so I’d better get going.
I’ll see you later.”

Downtown, as John passed the drug store, he
thought how much he liked it. Not like a modern pharmacy, so
sterile and commercial. This one, named Our Drug Store, had an
old-fashioned soda fountain near the front. Here one could get a
cherry coke, banana split, a hot fudge sundae, or even a
sandwich.

John could never go past it without thinking
of Martha, who was a soda jerk there. He wondered where Martha was
today, or if she was even still alive. She had such large,
beautiful breasts and never wore a bra. And he remembered that
really great day when he was about sixteen. She was making him a
malted milk and reached down into the freezer below to scoop out
the ice cream. … He couldn’t think of anything else that whole day.
Oh well, that was then, this is now, he thought.

As he looked inside Rosie’s Café, he noticed
that it still had that ugly gray and red linoleum and it was still
being mopped. Roberto once counted and found that it was mopped
twice an hour. That awful screeching music was still melting his
ears, too. Forgetting himself, he said, “Look at the locals camped
here. They think it’s their second home.” Then he opened the
kick-marked door and went inside.

Rosie’s was partially full of customers
having breakfast or just drinking coffee. The walls were painted a
yellow orange now instead of the dull, dirty blue. The booths had
new plastic leather covering, brown as usual. He looked at the
girls working there and smiled to himself. Yes, the usual, very
friendly waitresses laughing with the men who were wearing cowboy
hats and baseball caps. But he didn’t see anyone he knew until he
noticed Roberto at a booth by a window.

Roberto was talking to a waitress whom John
immediately noticed, really noticed. He thought that she was
in her late forties; he couldn’t miss the fact that she was
certainly well-built and he liked her reddish brown hair. He
especially liked that she was smiling and laughing. Her hanging on
to Roberto didn’t escape him either. Then he shrugged as he
remembered that he was only going to be in Wallace a few weeks.

Roberto suddenly recognized John and called
to him.

John smiled and walked rapidly toward
Roberto’s booth. As he approached, Roberto stood and held out his
hand. “Hey, glad you could make it. Como estás?” They gave
each other a hug and slapped each other on the back. Then they
backed off a bit and looked each other over.

“Oh, I guess I estás okay. Sorry,
Roberto. I guess I’ve forgotten most of my Spanish.”

“It’ll come back to you if you stick around
long enough.”

“I don’t know. In ninth grade Spanish class
I was trying to translate Spanish to English and I said, ‘Coronado
was a Spanish horse.’ I got caballero mixed up with
caballo. I knew then that I should stick to English.”

Roberto turned toward Jewel. “I want you to
meet Jewel, best waitress in this town.”

“Or anywhere else,” said Jewel, looking John
over and smiling.

“How do you do, Jewel? I’m John.”

“How do I do? I do really well, Johnny.”

John extended his hand, and Jewel, instead
of shaking it, placed his silverware wrapped in a napkin in it.
“Sorry, can’t shake hands. We have to be really sterile here. Now,
why don’t you sit down and I’ll get you some coffee?”

Turning to Jewel, Roberto said, “John was my
best friend when we were kids here. We used to do everything
together.”

“Yes, like the time in Belen when we went
down to the Santa Fe freight yards and rode freight trains through
the yards.”

“You guys must have been nuts.”

“No, we were very scientific about it,” said
John.

“I’ll bet,” she said as she departed for the
kitchen shaking her head all the way.

John watched her with great interest as she
walked away. “Interested in Jewel?” asked Roberto.

“Well, she is rather cute.”

“John, I don’t think that cute is the word
you want. Maybe you should brush up on your English, too.”

“I’m only going to be here a few weeks, so I
guess it doesn’t really matter. Are you interested in her?”

Roberto paused for a moment, shook his head,
and acting unconcerned said, “I happened to be in town when her
husband died. We were both a bit lonely and she sort of latched on
to me. I don’t think she has a steady boyfriend and we just kid
around a lot. But there is nothing romantic with us.”

“Don’t you have a girlfriend here?”

“I’m trying to get back with Maria. You
remember we went together in high school.”

John remembered her from high school, dark
long hair, and brown eyes, well built, very well built. “But you
didn’t marry her then. Do you want to now?”

Roberto lifted his coffee cup and looked out
the window. “Maybe, I don’t know. I married a gal I met in
college.” Shaking his head slowly no, he said, “Sad mistake.” Then
after a sip of coffee he added, “But what is, is.”

“So tell me, Roberto, are you still
practicing psychiatry?”

“Yes, but I don’t work at it now.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that I don’t have an office
anymore. I simply consult now and then. What about you?”

“I got kind of burned out, so I’m taking
some time off. My partner says he’ll buy me out if I want to
leave.”

“And do you?”

John shrugged. “Sometimes I think so, but
what would I do? Where would I go?”

Just then Jewel appeared with coffee for
John. “Tell me, Johnny, are you going to drag yourself back to good
old Wallace, too?”

“Who, me? Not likely.”

“Whatever you say, Johnny.”

John took a sip of his coffee and then
looked up at Jewel. “Please, Jewel, don’t call me Johnny. Call me
John, or most anything else. Okay?”

“You know it, Johnny. I mean, you know it,
John.”

Jewel leaned on the table and looked at
them. It was the look of a mother wanting to get her kids to move
it. “So, what do guys want to eat? I haven’t got all day, you
know.”

“The usual,” said Roberto.

“Which usual?”

“Bacon and eggs over easy.”

“What about number four and coffee?” said
John rather sheepishly.

With a faked sneer she answered, “I don’t
know. How about it?”

John laughed and shook his head in defeat.
“You’re a saucy one, Jewel.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” she said,
and then left for the kitchen.

John took another sip of his coffee, leaned
toward Roberto and said, “It’s been long time since we’ve seen each
other. How long have you been back in good old Wallace?”

“About six months now, I guess. After I
closed my office, I got really bored. Then I thought, why not go
back home and see if anything is going on.”

“And was anything going on? Is there
anything going on here? You didn’t say how things are going with
you and Maria.”

Roberto’s mouth tightened as he tilted his
head and frowned as he struggled to make light of the mention of
Maria. “Oh,” he finally said, “we have an understanding.”

“Okay, I’ll let you off the hook for now. So
what was going on here?”

“Not much. I guess that’s
what I like about it.”

“And I plan to be here long enough to fix up
the old house and sell it.”

“Are you going to stay in it? Or is it
rented?”

“It’s vacant, Roberto, but no way will I
stay there.”

“Why not?” Then he laughed and with his
eyebrows raised said, “Is it haunted?”

John shook his head no. “There are just too
many bad memories there for me. I was going to say, ‘Too many bad
memories there.’ But you know, Roberto, I feel that I have to speak
to you in complete sentences, not short fragments.”

Before Roberto could ask what memories,
Jewel appeared with their breakfasts. “Here you are, guys.
Enjoy.”

“Jewel, why do servers always say enjoy?”
said John.

“What should we say, ‘Here it is, choke on
it?’”

As she turned and left toward the kitchen,
John said, “I don’t think anyone ever gets the best of her.”

“You know it, Johnny,” said Roberto. “So
what bad memories did you have at the old house?”

“I couldn’t begin to tell you.”

Roberto paused a moment and then looked at
John straight on. “Tell me about the house.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Never mind.”

Jewel appeared and asked, “You need more
coffee? Anything else I can do for you?”

John looked up at Jewel and wondered if she
was as friendly as she seemed. He remembered Elmer P. Doud in the
movie Harvey when asked, “What can I do for you?” he would
answer, “What did you have in mind?” Better not say that to
Jewel.

“Thanks, Jewel. We’re fine,” said
Roberto.

As she walked away, John followed her with
his eyes, but knowing that Roberto was taking this all in, and
still wondering if Roberto had any claim to Jewel, he abruptly
looked at Roberto and said, “Well, I never mentioned it when we
were kids, but that old house always frightened me a bit. Silly, I
know, but even this morning, simply looking at it, I felt strangely
nervous and sad.”

“Do you think it is the house, or perhaps
the people who were in it?”

John shook his head no. “I’m a grown man now
and it all seems so stupid, but I had a miserable childhood
there.”

“Tell me.”

“I don’t need psychotherapy, Roberto.”

“I know. We’ll just talk as friends.”

“All right. Well, you know we had no money
during the Great Depression.”

“Who did? We were all poor, John. That’s not
why you don’t like the old house. Do you remember any specific
fear?”

“No specific fear. Wait, I do remember one
day when I was about five being left alone in that house until the
baby sitter arrived. I was terrified because I was powerless to
defend myself. You remember how we were picked on when we were
kids.”

“That was just one small incident,
John.”

“I know, and it wasn’t being poor either. It
was being powerless. Kids made fun of my crossed eye and I couldn’t
do anything about it. But the good thing is that people were mostly
good to each other. I remember that we often went for a short drive
on Sunday afternoon.”

“I remember your dad’s old car.”

“Yes it was very old and we kept it ten
years. Anyhow, one Sunday we saw a car parked on the side of the
road and we stopped to see if we could help. My dad needed someone
to help him in his clothing store, so he told the man he would get
his car fixed if the man would work four days for him.”

“And?”

“Well, my dad found them a place to stay at
a rooming house a block from ours. They had a little girl named
Mary Ellen, I think.”

“This gets interesting
now, John, old boy.”

“Interesting?”

“You remembered her name, didn’t you?”

“She was my age.” John paused, wondering if
he should go on about Mary Ellen. He knew that Roberto had a way of
making something out of nothing, though other times he just didn’t
seem to hear.

Jewel appeared and refilled his coffee
cup.

“Thanks, Jewel. I needed that.”

Jewel bowed as she said, “I am your slave,
master,” then she laughed and spirited herself away.

“So, what about Mary Ellen?”

“Okay, Roberto, but I think that you’ll be
disappointed. There’s not much of a story here. We were only eight
years old, you know.”

“So get on with it.”

“Okay. Well, one day Mary Ellen and I were
playing in our basement when I decided that I really liked her. I
said to her, ‘Wait here, I’ll be right back.’ Then I ran upstairs,
reached into my hidden treasure box and got out a cheap bracelet
that I got in a Cracker-Jack box.”
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