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Chapter One
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“I knew I should have left earlier.” Emma Carter tightened her grip on the steering wheel, leaning forward to catch a glimpse of the last rays of the setting sun. “How was I to know it would take this long?” A dip in the road caused her to bump her head on the visor. She leaned back and tried to get herself comfortable again, but after driving for so long, that wasn’t going to happen any time soon. “I should have stopped at that gas station back there,” she muttered.

The setting sun cast long shadows across the fields and painted the landscape in hues of orange and gold. All the wild flowers looked the same in the light of the orange glow, but she could still appreciate their beauty. She stopped twice and now wished she had stopped a third time. But as she neared her great-aunt’s Victorian house, she felt a mix of excitement and trepidation.

The driveway curved around a thicket of trees, revealing the three story house covered in layers of ivy. A bottom layer of dead ivy served as a graphing point for several more vines to hold on to and branch out from. The steep pitched roof looked like it had been redone in recent years though she didn’t know when or by who. Intricate woodwork ran the length and width of the wraparound porch with distinct designs separating the turret part of the porch to match that portion of the house. The design itself made the turret look like it had been a separate piece, taken from another house, and added on. Except for the smooth connection of the roof, and the old pictures she had seen, you wouldn’t think it had ever been part of the house. From the front of the house, gabled windows stared out at the drive, wary of visitors and the way the porch roof slanted slightly, it wasn’t welcome of visitors. The house stood on a backdrop of rolling hills that seemed to go on forever.

On the right, about two hundred yards from the house, lay a clearing just noticeable among the field of heather, where boards lay flat on the ground. A few rested against large stones where a well once stood. Now it lay mostly covered by rotting wood and overgrown shrubbery.

Emma parked in front of the house and leaned back in her seat. Part of her was eager to get out of the car and part of her just wanted to take a moment and relax after the long drive. She allowed her legs to rest as she gathered her thoughts. It would be dark soon and she wasn’t sure if there was going to be power in the house. The information she was given was limited though the timing couldn’t have been better. The lease was up on her apartment and they were going to raise the rent. With the work she was doing, mostly remote, she wasn’t sure if she would be able to claim making enough to cover the new requirements.

With a heavy sigh, she stepped out of the car and stretched her legs. The smell of earth and pine rushed to her nose as if it had been waiting for her to arrive. She stared out at the trees she had passed, which now blocked the main road, and thought about all the times she had wanted to live around trees but had always had to settle with sidewalks and planted birch.

She turned and looked at the house and grimaced. It would need a lot of work. Now that she was closer, she could see the peeling paint on the woodwork, ornate as it was, and she thought about whether repainting it white or another color would be the way to go. Maybe she could paint the top part white and the bottom part a sky blue like she had seen in so many southern homes. Thoughts ran through her head about the improvements she could make from this unexpected inheritance from a great-aunt she had met only once.

She left her belongings in the car and approached the front door. The steps and porch seemed solid enough and she fiddled with the keys to open the door. The creaking from the hinges ensured her that great care had not been taken with the house. She stepped through the entry and into the vestibule. There, a small bench with coat hooks sat on one side with room for shoes underneath. Despite the age of the house, the bench looked freshly polished, which was in contrast to the rest of the house as she’d soon discover.

She stepped into the foyer, lit by the fading light through stained glass windows. Dust motes danced in the air as she walked through and stood in awe of the grand entry. A sweeping staircase wrapped both sides of the walls decorated by magnificent, if not a little eerie, chandeliers.

The floor of the center of the foyer held an ornate round rug with a swirl pattern that threatened to drag you down into the abyss. Archways on either side of the room led to more rooms, both furnished with furniture from an era of ornate decorations and comfort. She patted one of the couches and a thick cloud of dust rose and fell. She coughed in regret of touching the couch. She’d have to remember to get the vacuum from storage first thing.

With the sunlight fading, she decided to try the light switches. To her pleasant surprise, the lights came on. Some bulbs would need replacing, but it offered her enough light to see where she was going. Before the sun disappeared completely, she decided that now would be a good time to unload the car. It didn’t take long for her to move the few suitcases and boxes from the car to one of the rooms where she could unpack later. She could return to the storage facility in the morning to get the rest of her things.

With the car unloaded and the sunlight gone, Emma decided to give herself a tour of the rest of the house. She checked room after room, admiring the woodwork, antique furniture, and even found an old phonograph in one of the rooms. The master bedroom upstairs, she assumed it was the master bedroom considering the size and that it had a fireplace in it, was the least dusty room in the house. It, unlike the rest of the house, looked like it had been used in recent months. Probably one of the few rooms in the house her great aunt spent time in. That and probably the kitchen, which she hadn’t made her way to yet.

She wasn’t sure how she felt about sleeping in her aunt’s bed, but she had clean sheets downstairs and it wasn’t like her aunt died in her bed. At least she didn’t think so. Still, it was a little creepy to think about and she decided to look around the rest of the house.

She spread wide the heavy parlor drapes in the formal dining room. Dust from what seemed like a thousand years cascaded from them. She felt like she was in one of those archeology films. Any second now, a ghastly creature from ancient history would come out to grab her and take her away on some god-forsaken adventure. She shook her head in spite of herself.

In the room across from the dining room and foyer was a parlor room with an antique white Steinway grand piano in one corner. She could imagine the parties that must have been held here and could almost hear the laughter and conversations that once echoed through the room. Now, there was only silence.

As she explored the rest of the house, she found herself walking down a corridor with doors on either side. Most likely pantries and linen closets. Nothing that interested her at the moment. At the end of the hall, however, was a large wooden door. It looked as though it were wide enough for wheelchair access and had ornate designs around the border. The handle was too high for someone to reach in a sitting position, which meant it wasn’t designed for wheelchair bound people. The door was slightly ajar and light was coming from the other side. That was likely what drew her attention to it in the first place. Now, she wanted to see what was beyond the door that didn’t belong with the rest in the hallway.

She nudged at the door, and it opened easily. Unlike the other doors in the house, there was no squeak from the hinges. Beyond the door was a small study, its walls lined with bookshelves filled with old books. Some looked like they came from the original printing press. Well, maybe not that old, but old nonetheless. Gaudy knick-knacks covered in dust were scattered throughout the bookshelves. Some sitting in front of books, others standing alone.

In the center of the room was a large desk cluttered with papers and photographs. Two things caught her attention right away. On one corner of the desk was a spot clear of papers and dust. As though someone had been sitting there recently. The other was a large cracked-leather-bound journal with the initials “M.C.” embossed in gold on the front. She dismissed the cleared spot and sat in the high-back chair. She carefully opened the journal, turning the pages with reverence. The handwriting was delicate and elegant, a stark contrast to the scribbled notes that jotted the papers scattered on the desk. She read through some of the entries, reading part before moving on.

It was a beautiful day today. Mikhaila played on the swing hanging from the big tree near the well. She loves her summer dress. Hardly a day goes by that she doesn’t have it on. I hope to one day buy her a new one before she outgrows this one.

Dinner didn’t go as planned. The oven wouldn’t get hot enough so the chicken didn’t cook all the way through. Instead, we went into town to eat. It wasn’t something we did very often. All of us could feel a huge difference between being in town and being in the house. It’s as if there’s a dark something, a force I guess, in the house. I can’t put my finger on it but we all know it’s there. Especially Mikhaila.

It was great having the whole family here again. Charles played the piano like he always did. He’s not a virtuoso but he does his best. He plays better than anyone else, though some might disagree. Katarina danced whether there was music or not. She danced for the wine if nothing else. I can’t fault her though. She’s a beautiful dancer. Elegant and graceful.

There’s that dark feeling again. Mikhaila felt it too. It’s as if a shadow is watching over us. Over her. I tried to convince her that it was just a draft. I don’t think I did a good job. After all, I don’t believe it was a draft either.

The dates on the pages were from long ago and even Emma got chills as she read. She shivered. Was the chill from what she read or was there something lingering in the room? She sat up straight and shook her head both physically and figuratively. Being alone in this large empty house and reading what seemed like the start of a ghost story didn’t help. She looked around her to get her mind off the pages. Her gaze stopped at an old family portrait on the wall. How could she have not noticed it before? It wasn’t like it was a small painting. She would have to use both her arms to carry it.

The people in the photograph looked at her with somber expressions. She couldn’t tell who was who, even if she knew who they were. Their expressions were cold and eerie, like people who were being oppressed by something. Someone? she thought. No, some thing.

Among the men and women in the portrait was a young girl with dark hair and a pale face. She stared at the picture and absentmindedly turned the journal back to the front page. She looked down at the drawing and back at the portrait. It was the same face. The same girl. It was Mikhaila.

The Mikhaila in the portrait was wearing a light-colored summer dress, the kind with no sleeves and one-inch straps that left most of the back uncovered. Emma remembered the many summers she had gotten sunburned while wearing her own summer dresses. A slight smile crossed her face as she imagined that young girl swinging on an old rope swing with a wooden board as a seat. She wondered if the swing might still be hanging from the tree by the well.

Mikhaila’s grown ill these past few days, getting worse with each one. I don’t know where it came from or how she got sick, but she’s not doing well. Her color is all but gone and her temperature is high. I called on the doctor but I fear he may be too late.

She can hardly speak now. It’s been four days since she first caught the fever. There are spots on her body from head to toe. They look like blisters but they don’t protrude from the skin. Her skin is still soft and smooth, but hot to the touch. Her bedding is soaked from the fever and I’ve had to remove everything but the bare necessities to try to keep her cool.

I’m too exhausted to think. I’ve barely left her side. Mikhaila tries to smile when she sees me but she’s weak. When she speaks, it’s in a hoarse whisper. She mentioned a cold shadow that comes to her from time to time. Not just at night. During the day too. I think I’ve seen it as well.

I brought her some broth and was expecting her attempt to smile. Her eyes stared out into nothing. She didn’t blink. She didn’t speak. She didn’t move. She didn’t breathe. I don’t remember dropping the bowl as I ran to her side. I shook her but she wouldn’t wake up. I held her and cried until my throat burned and my eyes swelled. Even as the cold shadow held me in its grip, I held Mikhaila in mine.

The entries after Mikhaila’s death were erratic and the handwriting more disturbed. They resembled the scrawling more and more. Perhaps the notes were what should have been in the journal but never made it. Perhaps the writer scrambled to write on anything.

I heard it again. The scratching down the hall. 

Damn it all. The walls are moving, I swear it.

I’m not going crazy. There’s something else in this house. A dark shadow. Several of them. Why won’t they leave me alone?

I stared at Mikhaila’s picture for over an hour today. She smiled at me. I wish the noises would stop so I can talk to her.

It’s not my imagination. I’m not alone in this house.

Emma slowly closed the journal, letting out a slow breath as she did. She dared not move as she turned her gaze to the portrait. Mikhaila, the smallest person in the picture, almost looked to be smiling at her. It had to be her imagination. Portraits don’t change. Everyone was somber in the picture so how could Mikhaila be smiling? She couldn’t. It was that simple. She was imagining it.

She leaned back in the chair, her eyes not leaving the little girls. After a few moments she realized she was having a difficult time breathing. She forced herself to take long, slow, deep breaths. She forced herself to straighten her back and practice her deep breathing exercises.

This was an old house. There were bound to be things that creeped her out. Old houses have a way of doing that. They make noises as they settle at night. The pipes make noise when they haven’t been used for a while. The house will make noise, she reminded herself. There will be drafts. It’s not some dark force coming after you.

She stood from the chair and told herself there was nothing to be afraid of. As she did, she gathered the notes on the table and stacked them into neat piles. She kept the journal in the center of the desk. She wanted to read more and maybe see if the notes belonged to the same person who wrote the journal. Was it Mikhaila’s mother? She wasn’t sure but that seemed to be a safe bet.

Emma shook her head and dismissed the chill that had settled on her. It has subsided a little when she stood and organized the desk, but part of it held on to her shoulders. Like a grandma’s shawl in the summer. Light and pointless but obviously there. Of course, the tidying of the study could wait. There was a lot more work to do in other parts of the house and she had a long day ahead of her. She couldn’t afford to let old stories in an old house keep her up all night. She had to get settled in and not let her imagination get the best of her. Not that she had much of an imagination, but she couldn’t let fear grab hold of her either.

She turned to leave the study and heard a faint whisper. Or did she? It could have been the wind. A draft that old houses have. Where was this study? There was a small window on one of the walls so it had to be near the exterior. Perhaps it was just a draft coming through the window frame. She turned away and heard it again. She could have sworn it said her name, but it was so soft and quiet she couldn’t be completely sure. She turned back and looked at the picture of Mikhaila. There was no smile this time as the little girl stared at her. She hated that about some pictures. The way they follow you. All the faces were staring at her now. Their eyes piercing across the room as if they were boring into her mind.

She took a deep breath and tried to steady herself. This room was getting to her and she couldn’t let it do that. She would come back when it was daylight and see that there was nothing to be afraid of. As she closed the door behind her, two things gripped her stomach. She had the unsettling feeling that she was being watched. Perhaps it was because of the faces in the portrait. More than that, she realized, there was no lamp on the desk. Where did the light come from?
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




The morning sun filtered through the lace curtains casting delicate patterns on the wood floor. Birds outside her window roused her from her shadow filled slumber. She stretched, shaking off the hollow spirits that haunted her sleep and tempted her imagination. Emma sat up and looked around her. The room didn’t seem nearly as bad as it had last night and she decided that the rest of the house wouldn’t be so bad after all.

She turned and dangled her feet off the edge of the high legged bed. How her aunt got in and out of this thing every day was beyond her. Maybe she had a little step stool or something. Her great aunt was at least four inches shorter than she was. Emma felt like a little kid for just a moment, kicking her dangling feet in the air the way she used to do when she was young.

“Grow up, Emma,” she chided herself. She dropped the last few inches to the floor and made her way downstairs. She hadn’t bothered bringing the suitcases up last night, so now she had to sort through them in the living room with the dusty couch. She carefully sat the suitcase on the sofa to avoid kicking up any more dust. “Vacuum,” she said to herself. She took great care to set the clean clothes on the open flap of the suitcase as she picked out what she wanted to wear.

She had a lot of work to get done today with the house and settling in. She still had to spend at least a couple of hours on her remote work, which meant she had to set up an office space somewhere. She had to think about where but for the time being, the dining room should suffice.

After she got dressed, she checked her phone for signal. Five good strong bars. That meant she’d have internet to do her work. She had already missed two days packing and moving out here. She couldn’t afford to get too far behind in her work. Sure, she was her own boss but sometimes she had to remind herself that without the work there was no money coming in.

She decided she’d pick up something to eat in town, and she thought she’d seen a diner or something on the main drag. Then it would be off to the storage unit to pick up a few things, especially the vacuum, then home again to get started cleaning and setting up her workspace. 

She took another glance at the house before closing the door and getting in her car. She took the drive slow down the dirt road that served as a driveway, though on a map you’d probably think it was another country road. The house shrank in her rearview mirror as she made her way to the main road that would bring her into town. 

She found a place to park on main street about a half a block from the local diner. It was a quaint little town with a small book shop, a local hardware store, a diner, and a few shops. Down the way she thought she saw a barber shop, then wondered where she could go to get her hair and nails done. She laughed at the thought. “Who am I going to impress?”

“Sit anywhere you like,” a waitress said as she stepped into the diner. “I’ll be right with you.”

Emma found a booth and sat down. She looked for a menu but didn’t see one. Perhaps the waitress will bring me one. On the table sat a miniature jukebox that took nickels. She scrounged through her purse and found one. She placed it in the slot and selected “Fly Me to the Moon” by Frank Sinatra.

“So, what can I get ya?” the waitress asked.

“A menu would be nice,” Emma said.

“Oh, I’m sorry, dear. Let me get you one.” She left for a moment and returned with a single-sheet, double-sided laminated menu. “If you don’t see anything you like, just ask. We can whip up just about anything.”

“Okay. Can I get a coffee while I decide?”

“Sure thing, hon.” The waitress left and returned with a steaming cup of coffee and a tin of cream. “I’m Jessica,” she said, pointing to her name badge. “If there’s anything you need, just holler.”

“Thank you,” Emma said and browsed the menu while Jessica tended to another customer.

It wasn’t long before Emma was eating breakfast and checking her messages on her phone. Caroline, an old friend of hers, had left three messages telling her about the party she was at. She sounded drunk. She said she planned on coming out to help her get settled in. Sometime after the hangover she was sure to have.

After breakfast, Emma took a walk down main street to explore the local area. The storage unit was on the other side of town in a remote area and she wasn’t sure she would be stopping by main street again until another day.

She passed a few people who smiled, tipped their hats, and gave cordial greetings. None of them looked the least bit odd like she had imagined small town people would look like. She envisioned those creepy little towns like you see in the horror films where everyone has a secret and they really don’t like outsiders. She wondered which of them would drag her to her doom. Instead, what she found was more like a Hallmark movie where everyone was pleasant. She wondered if she’d run into a bubbly, plump mayor.

Emma looked across the street and saw a weathered, little building with a sign that read Historical Society. Well, if they have a Historical Society, they must have a rich history. She decided to check it out. A little bell rang over the door as she entered the cozy little building. 

“Welcome to the Historical Society,” a plump little woman said, rounding the counter to greet her. 

Well, here’s the plump mayor, Emma thought. She glanced around at the old pictures, artifacts, and model displays of the town’s history.

“I’m Mrs. Jenkins. Are you passing through?”

“Actually, I’m new in town.”

“Oh, you must be the one moving into the old Carter house,” Mrs. Jenkins said. “That’s wonderful.” Her words were cheery, but her tone changed a little when she mentioned the Carter house.

“Yes,” Emma said. “I’d like to know more about it.”

“Sure thing, I can tell you all sorts of things about that house. It’s kind of a town staple.” She paused for a moment, putting her finger alongside her jaw as she thought. “Ooh, follow me.”

She led Emma around the shop to a small table and chair set. Around the table were displays of all kinds, a few wooden filing cabinets, and pictures of all the historical buildings. Each separated by location and age. She looked at the picture of the Carter house sitting atop a wooden filing cabinet.

“Here we go,” Mrs. Jenkins said. “The Carter house. That house has a lot of stories; I can tell you that. It’s been part of the town for well over a century. Originally built by the Carters,” she said, pulling out a folder from the filing cabinet and setting it on the table. She took a seat in one of the chairs and gestured for Emma to do the same. “And kept in the family the whole time.”

“Do you know anything about Mikhaila?” Emma asked.

Mrs. Jenkins’s expression changed from that of a cheerful, informative woman to a solemn, secretive one. “It’s one of the main stories about the house.” She leaned forward and spoke in a whisper. “There are a lot of stories about Mikhaila and that house.” She leaned back again and resumed the friendly lighthearted image she had before.

“What kind of stories?” Emma asked.

“Oh, the usual stories people like to make up when they don’t know the answers to things. It started when Mikhaila became seriously ill. No one knows why or what she had. The doctor couldn’t help, and no one else got sick. Her death came at a young age and many believe her soul never left.”

“So, the Carter house is haunted?”

Mrs. Jenkins shrugged and smiled. “That’s what many believe. Some say she drove her mother mad. Others say her mother conjured spirits to communicate with her daughter. There have always been strange happenings around that house. I’m surprised your family didn’t tell you about them.”

“I wasn’t really close to my aunt,” Emma said. “In fact, I only met her once. My mom never talked about her when she was alive.”

“What about the Carter men?”

Emma chuckled. “We’ve always been a matriarch family from what I could tell. The women always ran things and kept the men in the shadows. Most of them died early on in their relationship anyway.” She paused and thought about it. “You know, I never considered it before, but maybe there’s a curse on the Carter family.” She stared at Mrs. Jenkins as if looking for confirmation.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if there were,” Mrs. Jenkins said. “How old were you when your father passed?”

“Six,” Emma said. “I don’t remember much of anything about him. Mother said he was like his sister but never elaborated.”

“That’s interesting.” The plump lady stood and opened a lower drawer of the Carter filing cabinet. She pulled out a folder and handed it to Emma.

“What’s this?” Emma asked, opening the folder and looking at obituary clippings.

“A family line of deaths.” Mrs. Jenkins pointed her stubby finger at different names on the pages. “These are the deaths of the Carter men.”

“And that’s important because...”

“Mikhaila’s father died when she was six.” Mrs. Jenkins looked thoughtful. “If you go back through the family history, the father died when the first daughter was six years old. Some only had one child. Others had several children but it was always the same. When the first born daughter turned six, the father died.”

“That’s unusual.”

Mrs. Jenkins nodded. “Very.”

“What if they didn’t have a daughter?” 

“There was always a daughter. The Carter men never lived past forty.”

Emma continued to thumb through the obituaries. “Who keeps up with the files? Some of these are from out of state.”

“I don’t know to be honest. I haven’t added anything in about ten years. Somehow the clippings find their way to us.” She smiled at Emma. “Now I’ll have something happy to add to the Carter files. Perhaps you’ll be the change the house needs.”

“Speaking of change,” Emma said. “I need to change the name on the power bill. Where’s the power company located?”

“That’s easy,” Mrs. Jenkins said. “Just take the main road down about a mile. You’ll see the bakery on the left. That’s where you’ll turn and you’ll see the power company about a block down on your right.”

“Thank you very much,” Emma said, rising. “Would it be alright if I came back and looked through the Carter files sometime?”

“Anytime you like, dear. It’s your history too.”

Emma returned to her car and took the short drive down the road. She could have walked the mile but she wasn’t sure she’d have the will to walk back. She turned at the bakery and just as Mrs. Jenkins said, the power company was a block down on her right. She parked in the dirt lot in front.
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