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Mom, I dreamed about the house again.

Raye, my favorite crazy cat lady, I love you times infinity and 167
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There are two big things responsible for the creation of the haunted house story that you’re about to read. The first is that I firmly agree with the many ancient cultures that had believed cats to be the guardians of the doorways to the spirit world. And naturally, I think they’re lucky. Therefore, many times, throughout my life when watching horror movies, I’ve said to myself, “None of this would have happened if this character had a cat.”

Interesting note: No one in any of the haunted house movies or Nightmare on Elm Street films ever had a cat. I decided that backed up my thesis, and it motivated me to see what would happen if the heroes of my story did have some whiskered guardians at their sides.

The other huge influence on this story is that I grew up in a haunted house. Some of the creepy incidents in this book are based on real things that happened to me in that house...but I’ll never tell which ones. 
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Chapter One
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Amteep, Idaho, I981

––––––––
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HE DREAMED ABOUT the house again.

Even though the Greek Revival-Victorian-Italianate-hybrid mansion on the corner of Sazerac Street and Bourbon Court was next door to the simpler split-level ranch house Tobe lived in, the Sazerac House always gave him the impression that it was in another world entirely.

The sense of otherworldliness remained whenever he looked at the house, whether awake or dreaming. A forbidding energy emanated from the light blue-gray wood siding and darker blue-gray trim. The tall leaded glass dormer windows gleamed with a sentient light. Long, graceful columns, painted the same dark blue-gray as the trim, propped up a covered porch that spanned the entire front of the house. Three levels high, with slate-shingled mansard rooftops and four chimneys, the house dwarfed every other property on the street. 

As he stood on the wide flagstone walkway leading up to the elaborately carved oak front door, Tobe only knew this was a dream because Cecile Sazerac, the matriarch and last member of the doomed family, sat in her dead brother’s rocker outside, watching him through milky, bluish cataracts. Cecile had died of old age two weeks ago. In real life, the house stood empty, locked tight as a fortress.

Cecile lived on in his dreams, beckoning him as surely as the house did.

“That house is cursed,” old Mrs. Waters from around the corner had told Tobe one hot summer day last year after he had mowed her lawn.

As always, the eccentric cat lady had beckoned him to the shade of her gazebo, where a pitcher of ice-cold lemonade and a plate of snickerdoodles waited. The envelope with Tobe’s pay sat on the edge of the Formica table, not to be handed over until he chatted with the old woman for at least ten minutes. At first, he’d been annoyed that she did that to him. After finishing his hired task, he’d wanted to take the promised money and run home to get ready to spend it on books, music, or a night at the movies. Being held hostage by a chattering granny with six cats milling around his ankles had not been his idea of an afternoon well spent.

But he quickly discovered two things that changed his mind: The first was that Edith Waters was painfully lonely. She didn’t have any children and her husband had died ten years ago. No one ever came to visit her, so Tobe was the closest thing she had to a friend, aside from her six cats. Guilt tore at him when he’d come to that realization. If eating her delicious cookies and sitting with her for ten measly minutes gave her such joy, he vowed that the least he could do was try to stay longer.

The second thing he discovered, when he actually started listening to the stories Edith Waters told him, was that the old woman was an interesting person. And she knew things. A lot of things. Like what times Officer Higgins around the block did his nightly patrol through the neighborhood before he returned home to sleep the day away. Useful information when you were a teenage boy sneaking out at night long past curfew, and still useful when you were an adult with other plans. Mrs. Waters also told him that the Hurleys were swingers, the Bawdens were potheads, and that Mr. Arenson had terrible insomnia.

And she knew about The House.

“What do you mean, cursed?” Tobe had asked, trying to conceal his excitement.

Mrs. Waters had scooped Kirk, a brown and gray marbled tabby with a white belly and mismatched socks, onto her lap and scratched him behind his ears. “I mean exactly that. The ground it was built upon was drenched in blood, and people have died since the day the first nail was hammered. The Sazeracs used to be a large and prosperous family. Ten members of the clan lived in that house at one time. The house picked them off one by one. And now Cecile is the last.”

Tobe had listened as Mrs. Waters painted a macabre history of the family who built the place. The Sazeracs, who doubled their fortunes from bootlegging during prohibition, seemed to be doomed to misery. Mysterious deaths claimed some, others disappeared, and at least two went insane, imprisoned in their own minds. Edith claimed that the house had at least four ghosts, and probably more.

His new friend’s stories had doubled his fascination with the Sazerac House. So much that he went to the library and dug up every bit of information on the family and house that he could find. By the time his senior year at Amteep High School had started, Tobe had become an expert on the house next door. And by Christmas break, he’d become obsessed.

The drive to get inside the Sazerac House consumed him. His first few attempts failed. An offer to mow the lawn was declined despite the overgrown grass and tangled garden, and Tobe’s offer at selling candy for a school fundraiser resulted in the elaborate oak front door slamming shut in his face.

But two months ago, Tobe achieved successful entry with honesty. He told the old woman that he’d fallen in love with her house and would love to see the inside, even if it was only the foyer.

Cecile Sazerac squinted at Tobe for a moment before nodding. Her cataracts had gotten so thick that she didn’t seem to recognize him. “Very well, young man. I haven’t had living company since my dear brother shuffled off his mortal coil, so I may as well share a cup of tea with you.”

For a moment, Tobe gaped at her, disbelieving that she would allow him inside and blinking at her odd phrasing. Living company? Did that mean that Edith was right and the house was haunted?

“Shut your mouth before you catch a fly,” Cecile had said drily. “Follow me.”

Tobe passed through the doorway into the shadowed foyer and a shiver darted down the back of his neck. Cobwebs wove through the arms of the wrought-iron coat tree, and the black and burgundy fleur de lis patterned rug beneath his feet was faded and worn. He followed Cecile into a large open room that was illuminated by a brass and crystal chandelier, and full of sheet-covered furniture that resembled Halloween ghosts. Paintings of dour ancestors from the previous century hung on the wall beside a huge stone fireplace.

The dining room was in a similar state of disuse, with sheets on the chairs, cobwebs strewn through another chandelier, and a vast dust-covered table that could seat thirty people. He wished he could peek to see what kind of chairs they were. Chippendales? American Victorians? The big cabbage roses on the late-nineteenth-century wallpaper resembled staring faces.

“Come along.” Cecile’s cane had thumped on the heart pine hardwood floor. “You may join me in the parlor for tea and then you may leave.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Tobe hurriedly obeyed, not wanting to risk her changing her mind and having that big butler/handyman muscle him away. Or worse, for her to call the police, as she’d threatened one of the previous times he’d tried to get inside the house.

The parlor was spotless, with gleaming hardwood floors, plush antique rugs, and fancy objets d’art in an elaborately carved hutch. Instead of dour Sazerac ancestors scowling on the walls, paintings of landscapes and nature added to the room’s welcoming comfort. With the afternoon sunlight streaming in the large bay windows, Tobe saw how old and frail Cecile had become. All those years seeing her watering her azaelas every morning had made his subconscious believe that she was ageless.

But sitting across from her in a velvet wingback chair allowed him to see the truth. Ms. Sazerac’s time was running out. Wrinkled skin, thin as tissue paper, revealed blue veins beneath, her hollowed cheeks were framed with bones that looked sharp enough to cut, and her gossamer white hair with pink scalp showing beneath overwhelmed the faint streaks of red.

“I suppose you’ll ask me if I killed Louis.” Cecile’s words disrupted Tobe’s perusal of her features.

Tobe blinked at the abrupt turn in conversation. “No, ma’am.”

He remembered Louis, the catatonic old man who’d sat outside in the rocking chair on the wide covered porch, staring blankly out at the street. Children would sometimes try to taunt him, but quickly gave up when they got no reaction. A maid came out every twenty minutes to wipe the drool from his chin. Tobe had timed the routine once.

Edith had told Tobe that Louis had once been a wild, rebellious man and a notorious drug dealer, but after multiple times being committed to asylums and several shock treatments, he became a vegetable for the last two decades of his life. He’d died in the winter of 1976.

The old woman pulled him back into the present and continued as if Tobe hadn’t objected to the idea of her committing fratricide. “It doesn’t matter one way or another, since I’ll be dead before the lilacs bloom, but I didn’t kill my brother or my niece. The house took one, the demon took the other.”

“The demon?” Tobe echoed. Edith had mentioned a curse, but not a demon.

For a moment, Cecile stared through Tobe, as if trying to find someone inside him. Then she shook her head and made a shooing motion with one wrinkled hand covered in rings. “Go wash your hands. Dolores is about to bring in the tea and cakes. The bathroom is down the corridor, the second door on the right.”

As he’d made his way down the corridor to the bathroom, every bone in Tobe’s body itched with the need to race up one of the curved staircases to explore the bedrooms of the dead Sazeracs whose stories he’d read in the library.

But as his feet began to stray from the path he’d been directed to take, an icy gust of wind rifled through his hair. Goosebumps prickled his flesh. Was he going to see a ghost? A door across from him creaked open. Tobe sucked in a breath.

A woman in a starched uniform stared at him with narrowed eyes and a suspicious stare. She wasn’t as ancient as Cecile, but she was still old. Her white hair was twisted in a tight bun. She must be Dolores. “The bathroom is through that door. Best hurry. The mistress does not like to be kept waiting.”

Tobe nodded and obeyed, taking minimal time to admire the bathtub and the fixtures on the antique sink before hurrying back to the parlor.

The same old woman served Tobe and Cecile with a tray of tea and cookies. With some of the disturbing history he’d read, Tobe didn’t drink from his cup until Cecile had sipped from hers.

The old woman noticed, giving Tobe a wry smile. “The last poisoning to occur in this house was back in 1931. Besides, I wish you no harm, young man. In fact, I am hopeful that you may be useful in the future.”

“You mean to mow your lawn or to help with repairs?” The cornices over most of the bay and dormer windows were crumbling and the roof was in dire need of new shingles.

Cecile cackled, a dry reedy sound. “Oh, things are too far gone here to bother trying to improve. Leave that to the next one to bear this millstone.”

Tobe felt a twinge of sadness to hear her talk about this beautiful house in this way. How much tragedy and suffering had really occurred under this roof? He remained silent, watching the dust motes swirl lazily in the air, hoping Cecile would continue.

He was rewarded after an endless silence. She leaned forward and seized his hands with wrinkled, bejeweled fingers. “The curse must be broken and the demon must be imprisoned in iron.”

Wow. That was not what Tobe expected “The demon?”

“Iron,” Cecile repeated calmly, as if she were asking Tobe to rake the leaves from her yard. “That’s what they told me.”

Tobe’s arms had prickled with goosebumps at her words. “Who are they?”

Cecile shook her head and blinked rapidly, an unnerving sight, with those filmy cataracted eyes darting around blindly. “Dolores,” she cried out in a shrill voice. “Help me to my bed.”

The maid had rushed into the parlor and glared at Tobe as if he’d been responsible for the old woman’s sudden distress. “You had best leave.”

Tobe had never left a place faster.

***
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IT WAS THAT DAY TOBE dreamed about. Only this time, he went further.

The wood had creaked below his shoes as he’d ascended the west staircase, the one that led to Belinda Sazerac’s attic room. The one who’d famously gone mad, and been imprisoned for years before throwing herself from the window and falling to her death.

Suddenly, the whole house seemed to spin around him. Tobe clung to the bannister and closed his eyes, overcome with dizziness. When he opened his eyes, he stood before the attic room.

The door swung open before he could reach for the tarnished knob.

A woman in a white lace-trimmed nightgown stood in front of one of the large octagonal bay windows. She swayed back and forth, humming softly. The melody was haunting and somehow familiar.

Tobe held his breath and willed himself not to move. He knew on some primal level that if he saw the woman’s face, he’d lose his mind. Don’t turn around, his mind cried out. Please, for the sake of my sanity, don’t turn around.

The woman turned.

Her face was a mummified ruin, cheek and jawbones protruding through paper-thin flaps of desiccated flesh. Insects crawled through the tattered, yellow lace of her nightgown. A rheumy film covered her bulging eyes.

She grinned at Tobe, her brown teeth seeming to be too large for her cavernous face.

“I’ve been waiting for you, young scholar, future kin.” The words emerged in a dry rustle, wind through a tomb. “Help the bearer of the legacy. The demon must be contained.”

She reached for him and—

Tobe jerked awake, drenched in sweat despite the air conditioning blowing from the vent above his bed. He trembled as he rolled out of his queen-size bed and dug his clothes from the pile of clean laundry his mom had set on top of his dresser.

The dream was so intense that Tobe couldn’t stop reliving it, occasionally shivering despite the early June heat.

After showering and eating breakfast, he rushed outside, eager to head over to Edith’s house to tell her about the dream. She was the only one who appreciated his obsession with the Sazerac House. His parents thought he needed to see a shrink.

As Tobe’s feet sank into the lush lawn, he froze when two cars parked in the driveway of the House. “Breaking the Law” from the latest Judas Priest album, British Steel, blared from the open windows of the second car, a shiny blue Datsun wagon. 

The new owners had arrived.

Edith had told Tobe about the family only last week, the day before he graduated high school.

He’d been at school, cleaning out his locker, when two men had shown up at the house to look it over.

Edith had used her granny-skills to get the story.

The Sazerac family hadn’t been wiped out after all. Some distant relatives had been found, but Edith wasn’t told whether the family would be moving into the House.

Tobe hoped they did. Especially since one of them clearly liked good music.

His wish had come true. Not caring if he was caught staring, he watched the driver’s side door of the Datsun wagon open and a pair of pale glorious legs step out onto the cobblestone driveway.

Tobe’s jaw dropped when he saw the rest of her. Tall and lean, with dark red hair tumbling over her shoulders, she was the most beautiful girl Tobe had ever seen. Black cutoff shorts hugged her slim hips; threads of denim caressed her shapely thighs. A black AC/DC shirt with the sleeves ripped off revealed slim arms and sculpted shoulders. Her vibrant stance and aura of open energy was the antithesis of the previous owner’s stooped posture and guarded air.

“I think I’m in love,” Tobe breathed.

As Tobe watched her walk to the back of her car and take a cat carrier from the wagon’s cargo area, the house behind her seemed to awaken from its uneasy hibernation.

As if sensing his staring, the beautiful redhead halted and spun on her heel to look at him. When her blue eyes met his, Tobe’s mouth went dry. An electric spark, teeming with stories of the future, jolted between them.

They would do great things together. They would— 

Abruptly, she turned her back on him and headed up the walkway to the house. If her reaction to him was any indicator, his hopes of getting inside were crushed.
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Chapter Two
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Zelda slowed her satin blue 1980 Datsun 210 station wagon as she pulled behind her parents’ brand-new wood-paneled ’81 Buick Estate wagon. Her foot slipped early on the clutch, stalling the engine, and making the car jump and shudder to a stop.

She grimaced, hoping no one saw her awkward halt. She still wasn’t used to this car, and though she was grateful to her dad for buying her the Datsun for her high school graduation present, especially since her ill-fated Pinto died, she wished he would have taken her with him to choose a car, instead of surprising her with the wagon. She would have picked something else—and paid for it with her own savings.

She wasn’t completely sure Dad could afford to buy her a new car, not when he’d bought that Buick for himself and Mom. Sure, Bill Shaye was the owner of Wild Bill’s Auto Sales, and yes, he’d make a small profit on the sale of the house she’d grown up in, but the Shayes weren’t exactly swimming in cash. Not like Uncle Steve, Dad’s younger brother, who was a bigshot lawyer.

For as long as Zel could remember, Dad had been obsessed with keeping up with Uncle Steve. Hell, that was the reason for Zelda’s painfully old-fashioned name. Uncle Steve had named his firstborn son after their grandfather, Edmund, so that meant Dad had to name his firstborn after their grandmother. Zelda got her odd name while her younger brother and sister got normal names.

When Steve bought a sectional sofa, Dad bought waterbeds for himself and Mom as well as for Zelda, Jenny, and Jason. When Steve took his family to their vacation house in Sausalito Bay, Dad gnashed his teeth and looked at travel brochures for places they’d never be able to afford to visit.

Now with the inheritance, as he called it, Dad was grinning like a cat full of cream. Never mind that it was Zelda’s inheritance, not his.

My inheritance, Zel thought with an uneasy tremor. My house.

She stepped out of the car, and once more looked up at the ancient monstrosity that was now hers.

Pale blue-gray paint peeled slightly across the wood siding. A darker shade of blue-gray covered the window frames and the tall rounded columns that held up a huge porch that spanned the front of the house. Arched dormer windows reflected the afternoon sunlight and went up to at least three floors. Six chimneys thrusted up from the slate-shingled roof that looked like the one from the old black and white TV show, The Addams Family.

The Sazerac House. Her inheritance.

Zelda Shaye had turned out to be the last female descendent of Cecile Sazerac, the previous owner of the place. That made Zel the heiress according to the terms of Cecile’s will and the legacy of a once-large and prosperous family, so the lawyer had explained after showing up at the Shayes’ doorstep the Wednesday before last.

Zelda had stared at the guy in stunned disbelief. Dad always bragged about having distant relatives who were super prestigious and wealthy, but she’d thought he’d made that up. Then, a memory trickled through her mind. When she was four or five, her family had attended a funeral. Countless strangers in fancy black clothes milled about, casting Zelda’s father steely looks of suspicion and disapproval.

She’d felt like an intruder then, hunching over in fear that one of those people would call the police and report her and her dad for trespassing on their party. But she forgot all about the stares and whispers from the living when she realized that the big wooden box the people surrounded contained a dead person.

As the lawyer continued explaining the situation, Zelda realized that those people at the funeral and the dead woman in the coffin had been the rich relatives that Dad had bragged about.

“Why didn’t one of the closer relatives inherit?” she blurted.

“Because most of them are dead,” Mr. Fields explained. “And the ones who remain are male. The terms of the legacy stipulate that the estate can pass on only to the eldest and closest female relative, which is you, Ms. Shaye. And until you have a daughter, your younger sister is your heiress.”

Jenny blinked at him and crept forward to listen as the lawyer continued to outline Zelda’s new circumstances.

The house was to be held in trust by her father until Zel’s twenty-first birthday or until she married. When the lawyer read that part, Zel’s chest had tightened, ready to be furious at the concept of her house going to this imaginary future spouse, but Fields had eased her mind when he continued to explain that the property was entailed so that no one could take it from the designee.

Dad’s brows had knitted together at that and even now, Zelda wondered if her father would try to find a way to keep the house and if she would have to kick her parents out after her twenty-first birthday.

She hadn’t quite processed the idea of owning her own house yet, but still, the idea of someone taking something that was hers rankled. Especially if that someone was a trusted family member.

As it was, she wasn’t excited about the idea of living with them for another three years.

Maybe fate was punishing her for spending most of her childhood vowing to leave on her eighteenth birthday—which sadly had been impossible since she’d missed the birthday deadline for school and thus turned eighteen midway through her senior year of high school. 

It wasn’t that she didn’t love her family. But they could be frustrating, oppressive, and noisy.

Her little sister Jenny reinforced the sentiment as she shouted with the same cadence as a siren. “Hey, Zel, are you going to stand in the driveway forever? Let us in. I need to go to the bathroom.”

Oh damn. Zelda had the keys because the will dictated that she was supposed to be the first one to cross the threshold. Never mind that technically her father, the insurance agent, repairmen, and the cleaning service had been in and out of the place already.

And honestly? Zelda bore a little resentment that she hadn’t been invited to that first look at what was hers. 

“Oh well,” she muttered under her breath and pulled the long, ornate skeleton keys out of her jeans pocket. “It’s all mine now. Time for me to come home.”

Still, Zelda made Jenny wait a little longer as she crossed to the back of her car and opened the rear hatch. Her silver and white cat, DeLorean, mewed plaintively from her carrier.

Zelda soothed the kitty as she lifted the carrier. “We’re at your new home, Lorrie. There’s probably a lot of mice to snack on.”

“Zelda Carol-Anne,” Mom squawked with horror.

Trying not to cringe at the middle name, Zelda closed the rear hatch of her car. As she started to head to up the walkway, something prickled at the back of her neck.

The sense of being watched.

She turned her head to see that the instinct proved true. A guy about her age stood in the yard next door, staring at her.

Locks of shiny black hair hung in his face, giving him a rebellious look. His bright green eyes beneath winged black brows seemed to sear her heart. The view got better from there. High cheekbones, full lips, and an elfin chin added a bit of angel to his devilish appearance. Ripped blue jeans hugged his narrow hips and a Black Sabbath tee shirt stretched across his broad shoulders.

Zelda bit back a girlish sigh as her stomach fluttered. He even had good taste in music. Was this cutie real or a hallucination brought on by her wishes to meet a guy who didn’t suck?

Only one way to find out.

She began to lift her free hand to wave, but then a noise made her jerk back toward the house.

A high-pitched keening made the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

Lorrie hissed from her carrier as Zelda’s eyes darted to find the source of the eerie sound.

For a moment, she saw a dark form flicker in one of the upper windows, but then the shutters in the even higher attic window slammed shut.

A gust of wind rustled through the oak and hawthorn trees in the overgrown front lawn. Zelda’s shoulders relaxed. The spooky noise must have been the wind making the trees reflect on the windows and howling through crevasses.

She looked over her shoulder to smile at the cute guy, but he’d vanished, probably on his way to some fun summer activity.

A pang of regret stabbed her heart. If Zelda hadn’t inherited this house, she’d be hanging out with her friends for the last summer before they all went off to different colleges in the fall. But now she was on the other side of town, farther from her friends, and would be too busy getting settled in this enormous house to do anything fun for at least a month.

“Come on, Zel,” her brother Jason whined.

Zelda rolled her eyes at his tone, though she felt a touch of shame for spacing off and leaving everyone waiting in the driveway.

Cautiously, she made her way up the stairs to the covered porch, fully expecting the wood to groan and crack beneath her feet. Instead, her footing was solid. Maybe the steps were brick. The porch did creak, but the wood held firm.

With shaky fingers, she inserted the key in the old-fashioned keyhole and turned it. The tumbler gave a metallic groan before the lock clicked.

She expected the door to screech from rust, but the hinges must have been better cared for and the door opened with a whisper.

A cacophony of alien smells assaulted her the moment she stepped into the dimly lit foyer. Dead roses, camphor, Pine-Sol, musty old fabric, and a cloying undercurrent of old lady perfume. Dust motes danced in the shafts of sunlight pouring in from the windows.

Her brother and sister rushed past her, their footsteps thudding dully on the thick, faded rug. Zelda admired its black and burgundy fleur de lis pattern. The walls were dark cherry wood wainscoting halfway up and dusky rose wallpaper with smatters of gold, like those mirrors that got popular in the last couple years.

A hand grasped Zelda’s shoulder, making her jump.

“I’m sorry I startled you.” Mom smiled up at her apologetically. “I can’t believe this place is yours.”

“Me neither,” Zelda breathed.

“It’s a lot of responsibility for someone like you to take on,” Dad grumbled.

“Someone like me? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’ve always been a dreamer, sweetheart.” Dad gave her one of those patronizing smiles that she loathed. “And you can’t keep your head in the clouds with a place like this. If you do, it’s liable to come tumbling down around your feet.”

Before Zelda could argue, Mom grasped Dad’s arm and gave him one of her patented shut-up looks. “Honey, why don’t you go out and meet with the movers? Zelda needs to pick her bedroom before we can choose where our things go.”

Zelda gave her mom a grateful smile. Together, they walked farther inside. They passed a dining room with a huge table and chairs covered in sheets like a last supper for ghosts. Shivering, she continued on, peering into a far more welcoming parlor with gorgeous paintings and gleaming furniture.

A toilet flushed and Jenny emerged from a door down the hall past the staircase. One bathroom had been found.

“Did you see where your brother went?” Mom asked.

Jenny shook her head. “Can I pick out my bedroom now? I want the biggest one.”

Zelda laughed. “If anyone’s getting the biggest room, it’s me. But I don’t think there are any small rooms in this place.” 

And wasn’t that the truth. She didn’t know how this house could look even bigger on the inside, but it did.

She reached for a light switch at the start of a long hallway and frowned when nothing happened.

It became a pattern as she explored the downstairs. The electricity seemed to only work in half the house. Unless there were a lot of burnt-out lightbulbs. But looking at the wall sconces and candelabra sitting on various end tables in easy reach, Zelda didn’t think so.

There were even a few gas lamps. She wondered how old they were and how much they were worth.

Hell, she was probably standing amidst a treasure trove of antiques. And yet, the thought of pricing out and selling these family heirlooms that had only come into her possession through a series of tragedies felt wrong.

As Zelda passed through archways and explored the various first-floor rooms, she wavered between falling in love with the potential of the Sazerac House, and being overwhelmed and spooked by its enormity and its whispered secrets.

At least I have plenty of time to decide how I feel, Zelda thought with a wry smile as she returned to the big open room with the stained-glass skylight and twin curved staircases leading up to the next floor.

Mom’s admiring gaze roved over the polished wood bannisters and plush blue carpet. “They look like something out of Gone with the Wind.”

Zelda nodded. “Yeah, only without the disgusting slavery.”

Mom sighed and ran a hand through her bobbed brown hair. “I suppose you have a point. Still, I can’t wait to take family pictures there.”

The second floor was dustier and more neglected than the first. At least all the bedroom furniture was protected by more of those furniture sheets. Sure, they looked creepy, but Zelda didn’t want to sleep on an inch-thick layer of dust.

Each of the seven rooms was larger and more luxurious than Zelda’s old bedroom. But one dwarfed the rest. There was a sitting area the size of the parlor downstairs, with an old-fashioned chaise, which opened into an even bigger room with a king-size four-poster canopied bed straight out of a Disney film. Another door opened into a spacious bathroom. Zelda loved how the room was split into separate areas like it was an apartment.

“Found my room,” she announced, admiring the cushioned bench seat in one of the bay windows. She imagined glorious rainy days, reclining on that seat with a book.

Mom shook her head. “Your father is going to be so envious.”

“He’ll have to cope with the room down the hall that’s almost as big.”

“Yes, and I shall learn how to endure that walk-in closet.” Mom put the back of her hand over her forehead and breathed a dramatic sigh. “And that enormous bathtub.”

Jenny and Jason were allowed to choose their rooms afterward, and to Zelda’s relief, neither of them picked rooms by hers. That meant she could play her boombox louder and have an easier time leaving at night without having any nosy siblings poking their heads out of their bedroom doors. If only she’d had such a convenient setup back when she had to sneak out to meet up with her friends. Zelda’s thoughts broke off as she heard the loud shouts and thuds of the movers and her father’s footsteps on the stairs.

Dad strode through the doorway and leaned against the wall, his face red from exertion. “The upkeep of this place will cost a fortune,” he panted.

He was right, but Zelda wasn’t going to let him ruin this for her. “And I’ll be the one to worry about it. In the meantime, you’ll have three years to save up for a down payment on a lake house for you and Mom.” That had been one of his dreams ever since Zelda could remember.

He didn’t take the dangled carrot. “Don’t you be speculating about my finances when I’m the one in charge of yours for the next three years.”

Mom broke into the argument again with practiced smoothness. She took Dad’s arm and led him toward the door. “Honey, let me show you the room I chose for us. Wait until you see the bed and the master bathroom. They put your brother’s room to shame.”

Zelda gave her mother a grateful look before continuing her exploration. Her shoulder ached from the weight of the cat carrier, but there was no way she’d let DeLorean out now, or abandon her in the carrier in this strange and massive place.

For a moment, she debated going back downstairs and checking out that library she’d glimpsed and the other unexplored rooms, but then she heard another clunk from the movers and continued on down the hall. A narrow staircase, shrouded in shadows, came into view.

“The attic it is,” Zelda whispered.

These steps weren’t carpeted. Bare wooden boards creaked beneath her feet. A cold draft rifled through Zelda’s hair, lifting tendrils for a moment before dropping them.

“Where did that come from?” Zelda whispered as Lorrie growled from the carrier.

The breeze disappeared, leaving her once more enveloped in still, warm dust-scented air. When Zelda reached the plain cream-painted door, the knob didn’t give when she tried to turn it.

“Locked,” she muttered, reaching for the ring of keys. Surprisingly, the first one she tried slipped into the tumbler like a glove. The click of the lock made her exhale with mingled relief and anticipation.

Until she realized that the doorknob remained immobile.

“Come on,” she gritted through clenched teeth, straining to turn the round brass orb. “Let me in.”

Suddenly, the knob turned with the smoothness of a greased ball bearing. But unlike the front door, the attic door’s hinges did groan...like something half-alive.

The smell of dead air and musty disuse flooded her senses. However, the sight of the attic was completely different than what Zelda had anticipated. Instead of a dark mausoleum full of furniture, junk, and moth-eaten clothes, the attic was practically empty. The floors were a gleaming honey-gold hardwood. Wide octagon-shaped windows poured in light like beacons from the heavens. A narrow bed and a mahogany wardrobe were positioned on one side of the room, and an antique writing desk sat at the corner. Other than that, the room was a haven of light and space.

Perfect for painting.

Zelda put down the cat carrier and absently rubbed her aching shoulder as she grinned at a square of sunlight falling in the center of the room. “My easel can go there.”

The image in her mind, of easel, canvas, and her hand gripping her palette and brushes made her chest tighten with almost unbearable joy. “This will be my art studio.”

Ever since she could pick up a paintbrush, Zelda had loved to paint. And now it was her dream to go to Cornish College of the Arts in Seattle, and study fine art. She was well on her way, having taken all the advanced art classes her high school had to offer, enrolling in the community college to get a start on her basic credits, and even getting paid work when she was commissioned to paint a mural in the rec center last year. Next, she hoped to have one of her works featured in the art gallery on Kasprak Avenue.
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