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In the shadowed heart of Laurel's gate,

Whispers rise as day grows late.

Echoes of a time long past,

Haunting tales that ever last.

Midnight Veil with secrets deep,

In the garden, spirits weep.

Grave-soakers tread on hallowed ground,

Where lost souls are forever bound.

Pettie hears, in flowers' bloom,

Whispers calling, sealing doom.

A house of memories, dark and old,

Holds mysteries yet to be told.

Beware the footsteps in the night,

For shadows hide, away from light.

In Bryan Bay, where legends grow,

The secrets of the Whispers flow.

A tale of love, and loss, and fear,

Of things unseen, yet ever near.

In the heart of darkness, truth will rise,

For in the silence, Whispers never die.

M. L. Bullock, 2023
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Chapter One–Grant
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The gravel crunched under the carriage wheels as we approached the sprawling estate. Rows of ancient oaks lined the driveway, their gnarled branches reaching out like welcoming arms, swaying gently in the breeze. Virginia, my dear wife, leaned forward, her eyes widening with wonder and delight.

"Is this truly where you grew up, Grant?" she whispered, her hand instinctively clutching my arm. I could sense the mix of excitement and apprehension in her voice.

"Yes," I replied, my throat feeling unexpectedly tight. "This is Laurel House."

As we rounded the final bend, the grand mansion came into full view. Time had weathered its once pristine white walls, but it still stood tall and majestic, a testament to the craftsmanship of yesteryears. The large bay windows gleamed in the afternoon sun, and the wrap-around porch, though in need of a fresh coat of paint, beckoned invitingly.

I felt a familiar tug in my chest, a blend of pride and nostalgia. Yet, beneath it all, there was an inexplicable sense of unease. Memories of laughter, of family gatherings, and of sunlit afternoons spent playing in the gardens flashed before me. But there was something else, a shadow lurking just beyond the edges of my recollection.

A whisper of a memory that I couldn't quite grasp.

Virginia's gasp pulled me from my reverie. "It's beautiful, Grant. Truly, it is," she exclaimed, her eyes taking in every detail of the mansion.

I smiled at her, squeezing her hand reassuringly. "It's been years since I last saw it. I had almost forgotten how grand it was, myself."

From the back of the carriage, I could hear Pettie and Alan's excited chatter. They pressed their faces against the window, their eyes sparkling with anticipation. To them, Laurel House was an adventure waiting to be explored, a vast playground filled with secrets.

At least the children were excited about this adventure.

As the carriage came to a halt, I stepped out, taking a deep breath. The scent of blooming roses and fresh-cut grass filled the air, but beneath it, there was another smell, faint but unmistakable—a mustiness that spoke of closed rooms and untold stories.

"We're home," I whispered to myself, trying to shake off the uneasy feeling. Had Laurel House ever felt like home to me?

Virginia joined me, her arm looping through mine. It was as if this wife of mine could read my mind. "It's going to be a fresh start for us, Grant," she said, her voice filled with hope. “We’re leaving the old life behind. This is a new and shiny start, darling.”

I nodded, looking up at the grand facade of Laurel House. "Yes," I agreed, "a new and shiny start."

Yet, as we made our way up the steps, that nagging sense of unease lingered, a silent whisper warning me that some chapters from the past are never truly closed.

The doors of Laurel House opened with a soft, mournful creak, revealing a grand foyer bathed in the golden hues of the setting sun. The high ceilings, ornate chandeliers, and dark wooden stairway hinted at the mansion's former glory. Dust particles danced in the beams of light, and the air felt heavy with years of silence. The place was relatively clean, I’d made sure of that before we arrived, but it still needed the touch of someone more efficient, like our Mrs. Higgins.

Virginia, taking in the vastness of our new home, let out a sigh of contentment. "It's even lovelier on the inside, Grant," she remarked, her fingers trailing over the polished banister. "With a little bit of work, this place will be as grand as any home in Baltimore."

I nodded, appreciating her effort to remain upbeat.

The journey from Baltimore had been long and tiresome. The city, with its bustling streets and towering buildings, felt like a world away. We had left behind friends, memories, and the life we had known. My dismissal from the law firm, following a case that had gone horribly wrong, had been the final push.

Laurel House was our chance at a fresh start, a place to rebuild and find our footing once more. It had been sitting empty for years since my father’s passing. I’d never dreamed of returning, but we truly had no choice. Baltimore society had turned against us in a horrible fashion. One that I could never have imagined.

New and shiny start, Grant.

Alan and Pettie, bursting with youthful energy, were already eager to explore their new home. "Father," Alan began, his eyes wide with curiosity, "may we explore? I want to see everything!" My son’s normally serious expression had vanished and for a moment, he was a child again. Alan had always been an old soul. I was happy to see his childish zeal return. Intelligent and perceptive, Alan, although only nine, understood what was being said about his father. What was being said about his family.

Pettie nodded in agreement, her tiny chubby hand clutching her brother's. "Please, Father? I promise we'll be careful. Even on the stairs." My daughter’s round face and vivid blue eyes always charmed me. Virginia attributed those eyes and cheeks to me, but I saw my mother’s face looking back at me.

She would have loved Pettie. Too bad she never met her.

I hesitated for a moment, the unfamiliar shadows of the mansion looming large. But seeing their eager faces, I relented. "Alright, children," I said with a smile, "but stay together, and don't venture too far."

The children cheered, their laughter echoing through the hallways as they began their adventure. Virginia, watching them with a fond smile, remarked, "They're going to make so many wonderful memories here."

I hoped she was right. But as we ventured deeper into the house, the weight of the past pressed down on me.

Every creaking floorboard, every whispering curtain, seemed to be trying to tell me something. Something I had unfortunately forgotten. It was as if the walls held secrets, waiting for the right moment to be revealed.

My back felt icy cold as if an invisible hand rubbed it. I shivered slightly as Virginia patted my shoulder to comfort me. “Catching a cold, dear?” I assured her I was not, but said nothing else.

We explored room after room, each space a testament to the grandeur of a bygone era. Built by my grandfather in 1830, there were many vintage pieces. All of which felt as if they belonged. How could we ever replace them? Even my stylish wife was enchanted by the antiques.

The drawing room drew her attention, with its grand fireplace and plush armchairs. Thankfully, the cleaning company had done a good job of dusting the cushions and polishing the wooden tables.

The dining hall with its long table set was for a feast that had not yet come, but we were here now. Home. Laurel House was home again. But it was the portrait hanging in the main hallway that stopped me in my tracks. It was an image of a young man, his features eerily similar to mine. The plaque beneath read, "Grant Sullivan Sr., Founder of Laurel House."

Surely, I had seen this before. I’d grown up here. Why couldn’t I remember? Why didn’t I recall seeing this?

Virginia, noticing my fixation, gently squeezed my hand. "Your grandfather?" she inquired.

I nodded slowly, my voice barely above a whisper. "Yes. I never met him, but Father used to speak of him often. He said I had his eyes."

We stood there for a moment, lost in thought, the weight of history pressing down on us. Virginia, ever the beacon of hope, broke the silence. "We're going to make this house a home again, Grant. For us and for future generations. And look, your grandfather approves. I swear, I do see a smile on his face."

I smiled, drawing her close. I saw no such smile, but I would not fault her for seeing what she wanted to see. "I know we will," I replied, trying to sound more confident than I felt. But deep down, the unease remained, a silent reminder that every new beginning comes with its own set of challenges.

Outside, the clouds had gathered, casting a gray pallor over the grounds.

The first droplets of rain began to fall, pattering gently against the window panes. As the rain intensified, Virginia and I turned our attention to the small contingent of servants who had accompanied us from Baltimore. Their carriages had finally arrived. The staff awaited instructions, their faces a mix of curiosity and apprehension.

"Mrs. Higgins," Virginia addressed our housekeeper, "please see to the bedrooms first. We're all quite tired from the journey and will need our rooms prepared. Yours as well. Supper should be light. Don’t exert yourselves too much today. I can see that you’re all tired."

The stout woman nodded, her efficient demeanor instantly putting me at ease. "Of course, ma'am. I'll ensure everything is in order."

"For those you can spare," I added, "please begin with unpacking the essentials. And Mr. Doyle," I said, addressing our butler, "ensure the kitchen is stocked and prepared as we requested. If there’s anything missing, you’ll have to make a trip to town in the morning.”

The servants dispersed, each attending to their duties. The house, which had been silent for so long, was now filled with the sounds of life – footsteps echoing, doors opening and closing, and the distant hum of conversation.

It wasn't long before Alan and Pettie returned, their faces flushed with excitement. "Father, this house is enormous!" Alan exclaimed, his eyes shining. "And there are so many rooms to explore! It’s like a castle with nooks and crannies. We could hide and you would never find us! "

“Never find us!” My daughter repeated, her face damp with sweat. Pettie, clinging to a small porcelain doll she'd discovered, added, "And there's a lovely garden outside with the prettiest flowers! Can we go see it?"

I glanced outside, where the rain was now coming down in earnest. "It's raining quite heavily now, my dear," I replied gently. "But I promise, we'll explore the garden first thing tomorrow."

The promise of tomorrow's adventure seemed to placate the children. As evening approached, we gathered in the dining hall. A simple but hearty meal had been prepared – a stew, freshly baked bread, and a pitcher of cold milk for the children, wine for Virginia and me. The warm glow of the candles illuminated our faces, casting flickering shadows on the walls.

As we ate, the conversation turned to the future. "I've heard there's a lovely church in Bryan Bay," Virginia mused. "Perhaps we could attend the Sunday service?"

Alan, ever the adventurer, chimed in, "And maybe we could get a horse? I've always wanted to learn to ride, Father."

Pettie, her voice soft, added, "I'd like to plant more flowers in the garden. Pink ones and purple ones.

I smiled, listening to their hopes and dreams. "We'll do all of that and more," I assured them. "This is our new beginning, and we'll make the most of it."

The evening drew to a close, and one by one, we retired to our rooms. The comforting chatter of the dining hall faded as we ascended the grand staircase to our respective rooms. The house, which had felt lively just moments ago, seemed to shift as night settled in. The hallways, bathed in the muted glow of the wall sconces, took on an eerie quality. Every creak of the floorboards, every rustle of the curtains, seemed amplified in the stillness.

As I made my way to the master bedroom, I couldn't shake the feeling that I was being watched. More than once, I thought I saw shadows darting just beyond my line of sight.

The sounds of the house, which should have been familiar, felt foreign and unsettling. It was as if the very walls were whispering secrets, tales of times long gone.

Why can’t I remember? What have I forgotten? I tugged at my tie in frustration and willed myself to push my apprehension to the side.

Once inside the sanctuary of my bedroom, I tried to shake off the unease. Virginia, sensing my disquiet, took my hand. "I can see it in your handsome face—you’re unhappy, Grant. By why?”

I shook my head, unable to think how to answer her question.

“It's just the weight of the world," she whispered, trying to reassure me. "It is not yours to carry. Not anymore. The jury made their decision, not you. You did your best, as you always do.”

“I know, I know,” I said woodenly.

“Soon, this place will feel like home and you will forget all about rotten old Baltimore. We’ll make Bryan Bay a showplace. A world of our own."

I nodded, appreciating her effort to comfort me. "You're right," I murmured, pulling her close. "It's just been a long week."

As I lay down, sleep proved elusive. The patter of the rain against the windows and the distant rumble of thunder only heightened the uncomfortable atmosphere in the room. My wife snored lightly beside me. I didn’t mind. She was such a lovely, sweet woman. A woman I didn’t deserve. Not really.

My mind, instead of resting, began to drift back to my childhood days at Laurel House. Broken memories flickered through my mind. Yes, fragmented memories played out like vignettes.

At least I remembered laughter, the scent of my mother's perfume, the sound of my father's deep voice reading bedtime stories. But interspersed with these comforting memories were flashes of something darker. Hushed conversations I'd overheard, the anxious looks exchanged between my parents, and the nights when I was certain I'd heard whispers just beyond my door.

A particularly vivid dream took hold. Oh yes! I did remember that at least.

I had been a young boy, chasing after a lizard in the garden. He’d been a wily one, changing his color as easily as I blinked my eyes. I ventured further into the garden; my surroundings became unfamiliar.

The bright day turned to twilight, and the once cheerful garden transformed into a maze of towering hedges and thorny bushes. Lost and disoriented, I called for my parents, but my voice was swallowed by the dense fog that now enveloped me. Where had this come from?

Emerging from the mist, soft whispers grew in intensity, beckoning me towards an unseen force.

The whispers! How could I forget the whispers?

I awoke with a start, drenched in sweat.

The first light of dawn was beginning to creep through the curtains, casting a soft glow over the room. The dream, though faded, left a lingering sense of dread. Virginia stirred beside me, her face etched with concern.

"Another nightmare?" she asked softly. “Would you like a cup of water?”

“No water.” I ran my hand through my damp, sweaty hair. "Just a bad dream. Go back to sleep, Virginia.”

She smiled up at me sweetly, it was a smile that stirred me but I did not seek her comforts. Instead I held her and I too managed to slip back to sleep.

My nap was all too short. My eyes were sticky and tired, but I couldn't delay my duties. I had a new life to build.

And it started today. 
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The morning sunshine sneaked in through the curtains, making my room all glowy and warm. I rubbed my eyes and looked around, feeling kind of lost for a second. This room was way bigger than my old one. And it felt different, like when you get a new dress and it’s still a little itchy.

I wriggled up and my feet couldn’t even touch the ground. This bed was so big! It was like one of those princess beds I saw in my storybooks. The bed had pretty wooden pictures of birds and flowers on it, and there was a floaty, fairy curtain hanging above me.

The blanket was super soft, like Mother’s hugs, and it was pink—the best color ever! I hugged it close, thinking about how I’d feel all snug and cozy at night. Maybe I'd have dreamy adventures in this bed, meeting the Froggy Who’d Gone A-Courting or perhaps Little Bo Peep. This new place might be fun after all.

Today, I wanted to wear my blue dress, the one with the little white flowers on it. I found it in my closet, but it took me a while to get the buttons right, but I did it. All by myself. I pulled on my white tights and put on my shiny black shoes.

My hair was all messy, like a bird's nest. Usually, Mother or the maid would comb it and tie it up for me. But today, I wanted to do it myself. The house sounded very busy, and I didn’t want to wait for someone to come. I was always last, and I had a garden to explore. It wasn’t raining at all this morning. I grabbed my big ribbon and tied it around my hair, just like Mother did. Kind of.

Suddenly, I heard fast steps coming. It was Mrs. Higgins, our maid. "Miss Pettie!" she called out, trying to catch up to me. "Your hair! And your dress! Let me help you, child. Your buttons are crooked, and your hair is not properly brushed. If your mother saw you!"

But I was too quick! I giggled and ran past her easily. I headed out to the garden before she could catch me even though she called my name repeatedly. After the jostling ride yesterday and the day before that and the day before that, I wanted to run. The garden welcomed me. It smelled so nice, like fresh flowers and morning dew.

There was a special part of the garden with lots and lots of pink and white flowers. Mother told me that they were called peonies. They looked like big fluffy pillows, and I wanted to touch them all. I had never seen such flowers before.

As I walked closer, I heard something... weird.

It was like whispers, soft and low. At first, I thought maybe it was the flowers talking to each other, like in my storybooks. But the more I listened, the more it sounded like children. I smiled at hearing their voices, but they remained elusive.

I looked around, but I didn’t see anyone. "Hello? Are you there?" I said, a little scared but also curious. "Who's there?"

The whispers kept speaking, but they didn’t answer me. I couldn’t understand what they were saying. It felt like a game, like hide and seek. Maybe the whispers wanted to play with me?

“Hello? Hello? Where are you?”

The whispers drew closer. They felt like a soft, tickly breeze on my neck, making me turn around and around, trying to find where they came from. I peeked behind big flowers and looked up into the trees, but there was no one there. The garden was big and full of secret places, but I didn’t see any children hiding.

For some reason, the whispers changed. It wasn’t just children that I heard. I heard a woman too. A woman who didn’t like me. I paused in the middle of the garden suddenly feeling the need to make water. I couldn’t move. I didn’t want to because I was afraid.

Afraid of the whispers.

Suddenly, I heard Mother's voice, calling out to me. "Pettie! Pettie, breakfast is ready!"

Hearing her voice set me free. I ran from the whispers—back to the house, my shoes tapping on the stone pathway. The smell of warm bread and eggs filled the air as I stepped inside. Everyone was sitting at the big table, plates full of food in front of them.

Mother looked up as I entered, her eyes first filled with relief and then a hint of surprise. "Oh, Pettie," she said, her voice gentle but a little stern, "just look at you. Your dress is all buttoned wrong, and that ribbon in your hair is nearly falling out."

Mrs. Higgins, our maid, rushed over, looking worried. "I'm so sorry, ma'am. I tried to catch her, but she ran off before I could help her dress."

Mother smiled, her face softening. "It's alright, Mrs. Higgins. I'm proud that my little girl wants to be independent and dress herself. But, Pettie, remember, all young ladies need a bit of help getting ready for the day."

Feeling a little embarrassed, I nodded and took my seat, eager to dig into the breakfast and forget about my mismatched buttons.

As I climbed onto my chair, I remembered the whispers and turned to Father. "Daddy," I began, my voice soft, "are there children in the garden? I heard voices."

Father looked up from his plate, his face serious. "No, Pettie," he said, his voice deep and calm. "There are no children here, only us."

"But I heard them," I insisted, looking down at my plate, feeling a little embarrassed.

Father’s face looked worried, and he exchanged a glance with Mother. "You mustn't go to the garden alone. Not yet. Not until Mr. Boyd and I have a chance to search it," he said gently, his eyes searching mine. "Promise me."

I nodded, not really understanding why, but wanting to make Father happy. "Okay, Father."

The rest of the day was full of playing and exploring inside the house. But as the afternoon sun began to dip, my thoughts went back to the garden. I’d seen Father and Mr. Boyd go out to search it but they’d returned and not said a word. Father was in his room with the door closed, but I wanted to find out more about the strange voices.

Why would the children hide from me?

As I tiptoed back, I spotted a white cat with one blue eye and one green one, sitting by the peonies. He looked at me with his curious eyes, and I giggled. “Hello, Mr. Cat. Are you a Mr. or a Mrs.? I can’t tell, but I think you are a boy cat so you must be a mister. Will you walk in the garden with me?”

The cat yawned as if he were bored but did walk with me. For that at least, I was happy. I finally made a friend. Friends were difficult to keep. Even I knew that, and I was only six. I kicked a gravel rock and began to run, the cat kept up pace with me. I paused to laugh at him. He was such a pretty cat. All fluffy and friendly.

“I'll call you Leo," I said, bending down to pet him. Leo purred loudly, rubbing his head against my hand. “Mr. Leo, if you prefer.” Again, he yawned as if bored. 

We played for a while, and when it was time to go back home, Leo followed me, his tail high in the air. I had a new friend, and I couldn't wait to introduce him to everyone. Alan was in the library, looking at a big map when I walked in. I didn’t like books, not like Mother and Father. Not like Alan. Except picture books. I did like those but they were not easy to find.

Leo was with me, his soft paws padding silently on the wooden floor. "Alan," I said, my voice quivering a little, "look who I found. His name is Leo.”

Alan was immediately surprised to see our new friend. I could tell by his big smile. “Oh, I heard the whispers again."

Alan looked up; his blue eyes wide with surprise. "Again?" he asked, then chuckled. "You and your stories, Pettie. It's just your imagination. Maybe there’s a house nearby. You could be hearing the noises from another house."

I felt a lump in my throat, but I tried to be brave. "I didn’t see any house. And it's not a story," I said, my voice stronger. "It's really happening."

Leo jumped up onto the table, his curious eyes watching us. Alan reached out to stroke Leo's soft fur. "Look at this kitty," he said, smiling. "Isn't he fun? Let's play with him."

We played with Leo for a while, laughing as he chased after a ball of yarn. But after some time, Alan's face grew serious. "You know," he began, "this house does feel... weird."

I rubbed my nose, which felt a little damp. "What do you mean, Alan?"

Alan hesitated, looking around as if making sure no one else was listening. "It's just... I don't know. Some places in the house make me feel cold, even when it's warm outside."

I leaned in closer, eager to hear more. "Like where?"

Alan shook his head, his eyes sad. "Never mind. You're just a little girl, Pettie. You wouldn't understand these things."

I felt my cheeks grow hot with anger. "You're just a boy, Alan!" I shouted, my voice echoing in the room. "And I do understand! I'm not dumb!"

Without waiting for a reply, I turned and ran out of the library, tears streaming down my face. I could hear Alan calling after me, but I didn't stop. I ran all the way to my room, slamming the door behind me. Leo was right on my heels, meowing softly, trying to comfort me.

I buried my face in my pillow, letting out all the frustration and sadness I felt. At least there were no whispers in here.

Why didn't anyone believe me?
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The Sunday morning sun cast long, golden rays across the town of Bryan Bay. The streets, lined with neatly trimmed hedges and white picket fences, gleamed brightly. Birds chirped merrily, creating a melodic backdrop to the sound of horse hooves clacking rhythmically on the cobblestone.

Grant and I, along with our children Pettie and Alan, made our way to the local church. The air was filled with an undeniable sense of anticipation, of new beginnings. Grant looked rather dapper in his charcoal suit, his face a mask of stoic calm. But I could sense his underlying reluctance. He'd never been one to embrace religious observance. Yet, he was here today for my sake.

For me, church had always been a sanctuary. The harmonious hymns, the comforting words of the pastor, the collective prayer of the congregation – they grounded me, providing a sense of normalcy amidst the chaos of life. Especially after the ordeal we'd faced in Baltimore. The whispered rumors, the accusatory glances, the pitying looks – they had become too much to bear.

Pettie and Alan, hand in hand, walked beside us. They looked impeccable in their Sunday best. Alan, every bit the gentleman in his neatly pressed suit, and Pettie, radiant in her white lace dress. My heart swelled with pride looking at them. Such well-mannered, lovely children they were.

The church, an imposing structure of stone and stained glass, beckoned us in. The sunlight filtering through the windows created kaleidoscopic patterns on the wooden pews, adding to the ethereal atmosphere. As we took our seats, the choir began their rendition, their voices rising in perfect harmony, filling the room with a sense of divine presence.

The service was comforting, familiar. The pastor spoke of faith, of trust in the Almighty, of the assurance that He watches over each one of us. I felt a tear escape, sliding down my cheek, as I thought of our recent trials. Were we being watched over? Had our move to Bryan Bay been preordained? I glanced at Grant, searching for answers, but his face remained impassive.

I, on the other hand, always found comfort in the hymns and sermons. They anchored me to a little piece of normalcy in the ever-changing world around us all. If I thought too much about how large the world was and how dangerous it could be, it took my breath away.
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