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        The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is the fear of the unknown.

        ~H. P. Lovecraft

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my aunt Ouida, my angel, my rock.
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      NEW ORLEANS, TUESDAY, MARCH 18, 1919

      Strike fear in their filthy, selfish hearts. Make them beg for their lives. Blood pulses through my veins like kerosene, liquid fire propelling me from the Model T with the hatchet clasped in my vengeful grip. Seething rage, concealed behind a black balaclava, drives me toward Ballard House, burning to fill their night with terror.

      You can’t do it, hammers a voice in my head. You don’t have the nerve.

      I do and will bring them to tears.

      No one will ever suspect I visited Ballard House. Let them believe it was my galvanizing nemesis, the sadistic killer who’s cowered everyone inside their homes and clubs, fearing the stroke of 12:15 a.m., the wicked hour. The sniveling cowards granted the devil’s wish. Hosting eleventh-hour jazz soirees with bated breaths, praying they’ll see the light of day.

      With calculated steps and daring, I stroll toward my target with unconcerned ease. Neighbors will bolt their doors and windows when they view me coming, convinced I’m the demon they fear. I continue with the waning gibbous moon’s reddish glow and artificial light spilling from homes onto Prytania Street. Pilfered keys between my fingers, I approach the gate, prepared to unlock their worst nightmare as I steal atop the porch.

      I stop dead in my tracks, noticing the ajar door, then creep to the edge of the glass-paneled entry, ears plastered on the doorjamb, listening. Rebecca would never leave a door open or unbolted this sinister night. Meticulous about everything and fearful of her shadow, she checks every entry and double locks doors like clockwork at nightfall.

      Jazz music spills from the interior. No stirrings. No chatter from occupants. I expected low voices as they huddled on tenterhooks, easing each other’s fears with palliative alcohol and anxious dialogue, awaiting daybreak or perhaps for the axe to fall.

      Are they upstairs?

      Darktown Strutters’ Ball blares from the parlor Victrola, silencing my entrance into the foyer. My fear ratchets with several signs of a scuffle—toppled lamps and strewn objects about the floor. I tighten my grip on the hatchet. Sweat beads my forehead as I skulk around the lower floor, finding nothing; not a soul in the kitchen, dining room, parlor, or den, where I expected they’d gather till the axeman returns to his native Tartarus.

      Where are they?

      It’s impossible to detect sounds, not even the squish of my shoes on the floor as I inch toward the Victrola. I pause and think twice before announcing my presence to whoever’s in the home.

      You will fail. My conscience nags again.

      Your plan will backfire, and you’ll lose everything, not only the trust.

      Shut up! I scream in my head.

      Perceiving something wrong in the home, I ignore my inner voice and head out of the parlor. My nerves crawl as I tread the stairs toward the second-floor landing, coming to an abrupt halt when a metallic tang hits my nostrils. I enter the hallway and cringe backward, horrified and repulsed, averting my gaze from the carnage and blood-splattered hall. Choppy spasms roil from my stomach to my throat. I pivot and lean into the wall, pulling the balaclava below my chin, choking back bile with a forceful swallow and bitter exhale.

      God, no, don’t look. Don’t look.

      I do. Peering sideways at Joseph’s severed head, propped upright beside his torso on the floor, eyes startled wide but no longer seeing.

      Footsteps and a spine-shivering clunk reverberate from the lower floor. A wave of adrenaline shoots through me, spinning me toward the sound with my hatchet in attack position.

      The killer’s still here.

      Reversing my stride, I step over Joseph’s beheaded corpse into the master suite, noticing his body’s configuration. His torso lies over the threshold, legs in the hallway, struck by the killer before entering the bedroom. Inside the suite, I tiptoe around, searching for Rebecca, fearing she’s splayed in a bloody pool like Joseph. My emotions contradict the consuming rage I’d felt moments ago, subdued by fear and surprising concern for a woman I was about to terrorize. Reactions to Joseph’s bloody image affirm I don’t have a killer’s heart.

      Was he entering the room to protect Rebecca?

      Though furious at their betrayal, Joseph didn’t deserve this. The hatchet loosens in my grip. I catch Joseph’s mangled corpse again and glance away. I could never—

      Again, my stomach clutches. Emotions spew onto the floor. I swipe away the dribble, perceiving the wrongs of my misguided rage as I had the day before, confronting my father’s lawyer. With a knife at his throat, I demanded Father’s testament. He groaned in pain. The shock was too great, his heart failing. But I offered no aid or sympathy for my father’s henchman, only glared with a sardonic grin.

      “The only way you’ll get Gerard’s estate is if his beneficiaries die,” he said, cringing with a sharp gasp.

      I paid no heed and raided the office files for the testament.

      “You won’t find it. Please, boy, my pills,” he begged, pointing toward the briefcase.

      I laughed.

      “Gerard was right to disown you… you spineless, worthless little man.”

      Vitriol, heard for years from my father, rolled off like settled dust.

      “That’s not the only copy.”

      “You think I don’t know that? I worked with the man for years.” Gerard Ballard kept triplicates of everything. And now Rebecca has hidden the will somewhere in the house. Pivoting with his ghastly moan, I felt no remorse as the lawyer slumped over the desk.

      If his beneficiaries die—

      Four words sparked a more sinister plan. Murders I never had the heart to commit. It’s not Rebecca or Joseph’s fault my heartless father cut me off—severed me from his fortune, the home, the family business. He gave everything to Rebecca and a Creole, a colored, not even part of the family. A devilish thought and one planted by my father’s lawyer rises again. The killer is doing you a favor. The estate reverts to you if they are gone.

      Thump, thump, thump, screeeech.

      The drawn-out metal grates across the floor, stopping and starting as though the killer’s scouring the home. Abruptly, the chilling sounds halt, leaving me bewildered, unable to pinpoint the intruder’s whereabouts.

      The Victrola spins its haunting melody to the last note.

      Then, dead silence envelops the home, broken only by the rapid thud of my heart, pounding like an enraged bull within my chest.

      Leave. Get out of the house. No, not before locating Rebecca. My ears perk, alert to the minutest of sound. I tiptoe through the room toward the walk-in closet and bathroom, believing Rebecca hid within, finding her nowhere in the suite.

      Did she escape?

      I creep toward the window with a gentle lift, exit onto the balcony, and pivot, spotting movement where I’d searched moments before inside the wardrobe.

      With a blood-smeared face and torn dress, Rebecca crawls from a hidden compartment clutching a carving knife. Her ripped blood-stained sleeve, the only visible injury, reveals she’d fought for her life. Presumably, the blood on the knife belongs to her assailant or Joseph. Wild-eyed, rocking back and forth, weighing her next move, unsure where to take cover. Her gaze darts around the space, missing my image in the window.

      She crawls toward the nightstand and reaches for a slip of paper, exposing the crimson wound on her side. Wincing, she crawls back inside the closet, slides her finger along the bloody knife, and dabs blood on the paper—scribbling something with her trembling finger.

      Footsteps draw closer.

      Rebecca's shoulders vault straight, eyes locked on the entrance, still as a frightened child, immobilized by fear.

      Don’t just sit there. Run! Hide!

      Thump, thump, thump, screeeeeech.

      Panicked, Rebecca pushes the secret door open, crawling inside with the blood-scribbled note.

      She’s safe.

      Dithering at the window on my haunches, uncertain where to turn, I pause in utter amazement as Rebecca exits and closes the secret door again.

      No, no. Go back inside the compartment. Hide!

      I lift the window, pull the balaclava over my head, hiss, and whisper, “Rebecca.”

      Her gaze lands on the window with widening recognition. “Colin,” she whispers, relief cooling the manic expression. She inches toward me on tentative feet, then freezes with an open mouth. Gazing from me to the edge of the window, she finds her voice too late. “Colin, run!”

      My name rings like a delayed foghorn as the killer beside the casement wields the gleaming swishing axe with a whack.

      A guttural howl erupts from my throat, sounding like an animal at slaughter. Jolted back onto the veranda, I roll on my side, clutching the stubby knobs of two missing fingers. The world spins, stars forming in my vision before the world goes black.

      I come to a moment later, beneath a canopy of stars and blood moon. A radiating pain shoots through my hand, a frightful reminder of the ax-wielding murderer.

      How long was I out? And why didn’t he kill me?

      I toss my head side to side, looking for the murdering bastard. Fearing he’s near, I scramble to my knees, moaning and clutching a throbbing hand. My stomach sickens at what emerges through the window. “Damn you to hell,” I screech under my breath, jerking my head from Rebecca’s bloody outline. I could never do that. Scare them, yes, but never this savage slaughter. Even though I harbored a murderous rage for days, I’m no killer.

      I lean over the window for my severed fingers and scan the casement, finding only my blood. Are they a killer’s token or discarded garbage? A scream rises a frightful treble from the main floor. The woman pleads for her life.

      “Please. Don’t do this. You’re not this heartless. Please, I won’t tell anyone. Please, let me go.”

      Oh, God, no. Corinne.

      The demon found Joseph’s wife. Does she know the killer? Do something. Don’t let him kill another person. Reaching for the hatchet, I realize it’s missing. My vision pans out like a binocular lens across the room toward a gut-wrenching image. A feral groan rises. Boiling anger tightens my uninjured hand into a fist. The demon buried my hatchet in Rebecca’s chest, a monstrosity destined to torment me forever.

      A blood-curdling scream splinters the home.

      It’s too late. Go, leave! You can’t help her now.

      I lift the balaclava from the terrace and wrap it over my bloody hand. Scampering toward the back, I shimmy down the column onto the back porch, race past the swimming pool, and stop, detecting a baby’s mewl in the pool house.

      Corinne must have hidden her infant, seizing the perfect moment to escape with the child. Why did she return to the house?

      The back door bursts open, the noise shattering the tense silence. I crouch beside the Azealia bush, my heart pounding as I notice the killer's ungainly stride. Racking my brain, I try to recall the familiar gait. Who are you—the infamous axeman or perhaps a copycat like me? Would I recognize his face without the mask? A chill runs down my spine. Has the killer been among us, lurked nearby the entire time?

      In Corinne's desperate pleas, I sensed a glimmer of recognition, a connection. I can't shake the feeling he's someone I've encountered before. But who? The question gnaws at me, intensifying the fear that grips my heart.

      He strides to the porch edge, grasping Rebecca’s carving knife and a gleaming axe. A long gash trails his right arm. Rebecca wounded the bastard.

      Infant babbling sounds again.

      Save the child. My conscience commands.

      I sprint toward the two-story pool house, inspect every shadowy corner, and search through storage boxes and cabinet drawers. The infant’s cooing ceases.

      “No, don’t stop. Keep babbling. I need to find you,” I mumble, navigating wall to wall, past storage containers, pool equipment, and gardening tools, peering up at the loft. The child could be anywhere. And there’s no time to look.

      I exit the pool house and latch the door, hoping the infant remains quiet. The ax-wielding killer grows closer. But he doesn’t see me sprint behind palmetto leaves, citrus trees, and flowering shrubs to the back, unlatch the gate, and stumble onto Coliseum Street. With an adrenaline-fueled heart, bloody hand, and blazing rage, I race toward my motor car on Prytania Street.

      You bastard! You didn’t keep your promise! I scream in my head. They played your hellish jazz. Why kill them? Why my sister, Rebecca? You demon from hell!
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      APRIL 2018, 99 YEARS LATER

      What was she trying to tell me? I park the Jeep Wrangler beneath a two-hundred-year-old oak tree with fern-covered limbs spread across Prytania Street, open the window, and sit motionless in thought. Spring wafts through the chilled interior, hints of jasmines, gardenias, hydrangeas, and privets, redolent of my parent’s funeral, overrun with several genera of flowers. The sweet, sickly fragrance conjures their death during my college sophomore year and the painful loss I wouldn’t have survived without Aunt Miranda.

      “JT, my sweet boy,” whispers Miranda's voice in my mind, as though she sits beside me in the passenger seat. Never using my first and middle name, Jensen Thaddeus, she called me JT from the moment she laid eyes on me as a child. Her love was the solace that filled the void my parents' untimely death created.

      Recalling the reluctance in her voice and unspoken words on my last visit, I narrow my eyes and stare straight ahead, mumbling to myself, “I know you wanted to tell me something.”

      “I’ll see you soon, sweet boy.”

      I kissed her papery cheek three weeks ago; unaware it would be my last kiss goodbye. If only I’d known, I would have heeded her plea and stayed longer, not rushed back to unimportant paperwork at the office.

      I sit on the edge of the driver’s seat, my eyes fixed on the familiar street flanked by grand historic Greek Revival, Italianate, and Victorian mansions. Behind a privet-lined gate, my family’s white Queen Anne Victorian comes into view, nestled amidst live oak, cypress, and magnolia trees. At a distance from the street, a hibiscus-marigold cobbled path leads to the front steps. The view evokes memories of my twelve-year-old self dashing from the glass-paneled doors to my parents’ car twenty-three years ago and countless nights when creaks echoed around Ballard House.

      A frisson ripples down my spine, recalling blood oozing from the floors, agonizing cries, scampering footsteps around the room, the bedroom door flapping like a fan, and a loud splintering clunk to the floor. I dove beneath the covers, resurfacing when sunlight broke through my bedsheet. Dashing into my clothes, I raced outside to the front porch, where I remained for hours with my feet on the wicker chair, unwilling to touch the floor or go back inside the home.

      Miranda perched beside me with a heavy sigh. “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” she said, dropping her face to my frozen twelve-year-old countenance and pulling me into her side. “It’s just harmless noise.” I lifted my gaze, detecting worry in her expression. “The house is old and complains like my creaking bones at night,” she continued.

      It wasn’t just the creaks that frightened me, but the trickling blood and people I couldn’t see. Did she hear the loud thud? Was it a nightmare? That was the first and last nightmarish episode I’d experienced, but on every visit, Ballard House continued its nocturnal creaks.

      When my parents’ car turned the corner that morning, I bolted from the porch to the SUV’s backseat. The vehicle they would perish in a fatal crash six years later, traveling to Princeton University parent’s weekend, my sophomore year. Several months afterward, nightmares of a passenger-less SUV arriving at my dorm haunted my sleep. The dreams ceased altogether when I accepted they were never coming back.

      My foot hits the running board, and my leg dangles from the cabin. I squint at the midday sun shadowing mausoleums for the living, bordered by the neighboring mausoleums for the dead in Lafayette Cemetery. Amy, a friend and teenage crush I haven't seen in years, exits the white Greek Revival house across the street. I had befriended her on weekend visits to Aunt Miranda. She's blossomed into a good-looking woman and still has that girlish bounce as her dog pulls her along the street. Miranda told me seven months ago that Amy divorced her husband and moved back home to care for her ailing father, who passed away not too long ago. Returning home must have been difficult, given the animosity toward her family’s antiquated social mores. When she left for college, she vowed never to return. And she never did, returning only to bury her parents.

      The dog races ahead, pulling Amy toward a tree where it stops, sniffs, and relieves itself on the trunk. Amy pauses with a look of annoyance and places her hand on her hip, pivoting her head toward the jeep. Believing she’s spotted me, I lift my hand with a hesitant wave, halting my gesturing when she doesn’t respond. Does Amy recognize me after eighteen years? I’m not that downy, round-faced boy she’d kissed when I left for college. My hollowed cheeks and angular jaw must appear different from the teenager she knew—a result of running college track and a rigorous workout that’s become a daily routine. We’d tried to stay in contact over the years, a letter here and there, but drifted apart soon after college.

      I realize she’s not staring at me but at another dog walker with a bright smile crossing the street toward her. She kisses him on the mouth and clasps his hand, evoking the sticky cherry lip gloss I’d tasted on her lips that blazing August day, making out on her twin bed. Our teenage awkwardness induces a grin and a cringe, recalling her creepy brother busting in and taunting Amy to tears, her hatred and fear of Billie unmistakable on that blistering day. Ahead, she and the other dog walker continue around the corner with a command and tug on their dog’s leashes.

      Freed from small talk and another condolence, I release a sharp breath, slide from the Jeep with a swift close of the door, beeping it locked. Tucking the key fob in my pocket, I fasten my gaze on the tree roots protruding through the cobbled sidewalk and continue toward the privet-lined gate on careful footing. I enter the passcode, etched on my brain like the floral engravings on the wrought-iron spires, into the console, and the lock clicks.

      As I enter the gate, I glance up at the white balcony circling Miranda’s bedroom on the second floor, expecting to see her waving as she did throughout my boyhood. My gaze slips to the off-street parking beside the home where her faithful Mercedes has sat idle since her eyesight failed three years ago. Anguish from her lost independence echoes in my memory. I wipe my sweaty brow and continue along the privet-lined path, past fragrant marigolds and gardenias blossoming in the thick humidity. With my arrival expected, the front door opens long before I step onto the wrap-around porch.
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      Whispers awaken after days of silent anticipation, hushed voices stirring within Ballard House walls. Every nook and cranny echoes a soft song, a symphony of creaks, cascading like falling dominos, weaving their way along the timeworn walls.

      He’s come—

      He’s come—

      He’s close—

      Yes, very close—

      The front gate swings open and then shuts with a muted thud.

      Will he help us?

      Yes, I believe so. He’s the one—

      Our hope, hope—

      Hush now, my little one. He’s here—JT will set things right… Set things right now that Miranda is gone. Hush… hush… shhhhhhhhhhhhh!

      The front door creaks open. Footsteps fall. The walls hold their breath, coming to absolute silence.
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      “JT! Hello, sweetheart,” Anna, Miranda’s lifelong friend, greets me, rushing to the porch edge, arms open, folding me into her pillowy bosom.

      Six years younger than Miranda at seventy, Anna always looks more youthful than her age. How will she cope without her faithful companion? Friends before I was born, raised on Prytania Street, their parents’ alliance brought them together, a bond that’s lasted through their marriages, the birth of their children, widowhood, and now severed by death.

      Raw emotions from losing her constant companion, just five days before, seep through the fabric of my shirt.

      “Oh, darn, sorry,” she apologizes, dabbing at the linen sleeve. She steps back, taking me in and wiping her eyes. “This day has come too soon.” Her voice is low and solemn. “It will never feel the same without her here,” she admits, motioning with her hand and leading me through the vestibule.

      My shoes clack-clack-clack on the hardwood floors, reverberating from the foyer up the winding stairway. The airy home still smells of new furniture purchased a year ago, the ever-present scent of Miranda’s lemon essential oils mingled with the woody musk of cardboard boxes. Miranda’s figure mirages on the sofa with a fond expression she assumed whenever I visited, an image I cling to, never wanting to forget her smile.

      We pass through the parlor into the formal dining room, heaped with boxes and bubble wrap. With items scattered around the table, Anna kept the large crystal glass bowl filled with lemons undisturbed in the exact spot Miranda preferred on the table. A fan of Feng Shui, Miranda believed lemons brought good fortune and warded off negative energy, which I always interpreted as evil spirits. The home is never without lemons, a product of her prized lemon trees in the backyard. An abundance she used for cooking, her essential oil concoction (sprayed around the house like holy water), and as gifts to friends and associates packed in decorative gift baskets.

      I recall the ever-present crystal bowl with nine lemons, which Miranda kept in the southwest corner of the kitchen, and my sarcastic comment about Chinese geomancy. She responded with a smile and an answer posed as a question. Why do you think we’re so fortunate? Our family business and wealth thrived for years because of genius, hard work, and astute practices, not an ancient tradition. Regardless, Miranda never once complained about the home’s negative spiritual energy. Maybe her measures worked, or she ignored the presence.

      “I can’t believe she’s gone. The house feels hollow without her. Before you arrived, the walls creaked something awful,” Anna states.

      “It’s just the wood swelling from the humidity.”

      “I’ve lived long enough to know the humidity didn't cause the creaking. I might sound like an old fool, but I believe the house misses her, too,” she says.

      “No.” I rub her shoulder. “You’re no fool, Anna,” I agree, recalling the loud creaks like angry voices in the wall that frightful night.

      Anna wipes her eyes and brushes her moist fingers together. “I hope you realize she loved you like a son and worshiped the air you breathe. Her face…” she pauses, her lips trembling, “…lit up like a bulb whenever she saw you.”

      “Miranda meant everything to me. I will miss her terribly.”

      Anna purses her lips, wiping at a falling tear, and sighs. “Me, too… whew,” she murmurs, shaking her arms. “I think of her, and the tears flow again.”

      Anna is like a family member—an integral part of Miranda’s history. Seeing her in pain rouses a protective gesture. I place my arm around her shoulder, pulling her into my side. “It’s only been a few days. We both got lots more grieving to do.”

      Anna nods. “I’ve been grieving a while, child. It’s just part of life when you’re older.” Regaining her composure with a sharp exhalation, she swivels, pointing toward the boxes. “I’m packing up things Miranda wanted to donate to charity and other odds and ends before I leave. I’ve boxed her clothes, a donation she requested go to Dress for Success charity.” She turns and gives me a sorrowful smile. “Goodwill will pick up other items this afternoon.”

      “Can I help?”

      “No, that won’t be necessary. Miranda’s faithful housekeepers are boxing the remaining items. As you know…” Anna says with a wistful sigh, eyeing the furnishing, “… everything else remains for the new owners. Miranda left important documents for you upstairs. If you need me, I’ll be in the den. Oh, the papers are on her desk. I’ll leave you to read through them,” she finishes with a gentle squeeze and release of my arm, strolling through the pocket doors.

      As I arrive at the second-floor landing, a breeze blows through the French doors off the terrace, sweeping white curtains across the family room. I pause and glance at the ivory sectional sofa and overstuffed armchairs that square the fireplace and wall-length TV—a place Miranda’s son, Peter, and I watched an occasional movie and played video games.

      A hard man to pin down, slippery Pete became Cousin Peter’s moniker. Fifteen years older than me, a grown man before I hit my teenage years, we seldom spent much time together. His interest lay in adult pastimes, not entertaining a kid. Soon after his father’s death, Peter moved into a French Quarter rental—a townhouse closer to the family firm: Ballard Legal Group, PLLC. During college, I interned summers at the family firm and became a partner soon after law school. With the death of Miranda’s husband and my parent’s tragic accident, Miranda and I were the only ones in Ballard House when Peter left.

      The space is quiet now. Most days, Miranda kept the television playing like a display in a department store showroom. Without her deceased husband and estranged son, she had explained, “The TV drowned the acute silence and kept the house from feeling empty.” I comprehend the cavern silence she dreaded as I move toward the bedroom suite, her phantom laughter echoing from the adjoining hall. The herbal fragrance of soaps, lotions, and essential lemon oils wafts from the bathroom through the open door. A scent now embedded in her belongings.

      “JT, you’re here,” Miranda had greeted with a rattle in her voice three weeks ago, her vocal cords tobacco and aged ravaged. Fresh linens and Lysol masks the medicinal scent that fouled the mattress she’d lain ill for several months. Out of respect, I stand silent, studying the room she made her private haven, a space equipped with the amenities of an apartment, lounge with the quintessential fireplace, en-suite bath, kitchenette, and laundry room toward the back of the walk-in closet where Anna discovered her lifeless body.

      A year ago, contractors applied Cloud White, paint with blue undertones, in every room. “It’s like living in the sky,” Miranda said. She paused and shook her head, mumbling an afterthought. “This home’s light, masked beneath its evil past, will shine again.”

      The appointed Interior Designer replaced gold fixtures in the six bathrooms, three half-baths, and the kitchen with sparkling stainless steel. “Gold is never old. It’s timeless, but the house needs a facelift, like its owner,” she’d said, chuckling. Updates didn’t stop with the fixtures. With Miranda’s specifications, the designer remodeled each room in the four-story home with new furnishings. The Victorian is a virtual showpiece. In hindsight, she was preparing for her departure and the new owners’ arrival. She aimed to erase remnants of a gory history and banish darkness with white walls, elegance, and warmth.

      “The new furnishings are for the rightful heirs,” she’d stated. Without a daughter to leave her precious jewelry, Anna inherited every expensive piece and a handsome sum of money. Miranda made me a wealthy man, leaving everything she’d owned to me except the home. A fortune her son would never touch, per her instructions.

      My gaze drifts toward the brown leather portfolio on the desk I’d admired from one of her trips to Brazil. The leather cracked with age and use, stuffed with urgent, must-read documents.

      “Come here, my boy,” Miranda had requested, her voice resounding again as she beckoned me closer. My gaze drifts to the bed where she lay during my last visit, appearing frail, a sight that pierced my heart. Time’s progression had left its unkind impressions across her once flawless complexion. But amidst the sunken creases and wrinkles, her brilliant green eyes still sparkled when she smiled. I had summoned a smile that day and swallowed a pang of sorrow. Miranda, never one to dwell on vanity, wore her age and long silvery strands with regal grace without a single complaint about her vanishing youth.

      “Sweet boy, kindly place that throw across my feet,” she’d urged, nodding toward a chenille throw draped over an oversized armchair. “Darn feet are blocks of ice,” she complained that day, even though two quilts covered her frame and it was a balmy eighty-two degrees outside. “My body has failed me. I’m ready to be done with all the ails of aging.”

      “Dear Miranda, you got your wish,” I whisper, recalling the overarching remorse and the urgent need to unburden her soul before leaving this world. Though she spoke to me, her crinkled eyes fastened elsewhere in space as though she were talking to someone else.

      “They’re always watching, waiting. I know you’re angry with me,” Miranda stated, glancing into space and then catching my gaze as though she’d forgotten my presence. She’d pointed toward the desk. “That’s great-grandfather Gerard’s last will and testament. I discovered it years ago, right after papa died. I’ve known about his beneficiaries a long time. But like my father, I did nothing, a regrettable action,” she said, staring beside her bed.

      “How long have you known, Miranda?”

      She looked me in the eye with a remorseful sigh. “I discovered the testament after my parents’ death, around my thirtieth birthday. Over forty years ago. But I aim to correct it before I die. Grandfather Colin wasn’t supposed to inherit the house, nor his children. You’re the only one I trust with this information. My SOB of a son mustn’t see this before I honor Gerard’s wish. He’s a thief, stealing from his mother, cooking the books, and embezzling money from my accounts for years.” She tsked with disapproval. “He’ll try his best to get this property. Don’t let him, JT.”

      The pain of betrayal marred her face, then relaxed as her gaze focused behind me as though something caught her eyes. I glanced to where she looked, the floor-to-ceiling window, catching a glint of light off the tree-shaded balcony.

      “JT, I’ve always loved you like a son. The most upstanding person I know, I trust you will find the rightful benefactors of my estate.” She pointed toward the desk, words caught in her throat.

      I retrieved the testament and sat in the chair beside her bed, studying my great-great-grandfather and lawyers’ signatures. “Why didn’t the lawyer come forth when Gerard died?”

      “He met a suspicious death right after Gerard passed. We never found the amended testament, only the original. So, Gerard's son, Colin, received his estate. I found the testament years ago, hidden in the secret door in my closet. Someone must have hidden it there, knowing Colin would destroy it. I couldn’t let go of my precious home.”

      In thought, her words had trailed into space. “I believe it’s why they’re here still. To see their descendants claim this property. I need your help. Locate descendants of the lone survivor—that poor child.”

      “Child? What child?”

      Coughing and wheezing consumed her before she spoke. “Everything’s in the will. We can discuss it another time.”

      But another time never came. Miranda passed before my discovery. I glance at her bed, imagining her there, listening and responding to my news with a glee of excitement. “I found them, Miranda,” I whisper, my heart heavy for the woman who treated me like a son, not a nephew she’d hired as her estate attorney and loved more than her thieving biological child, banished from her life years earlier.

      On that momentous day, filled with revelations, her sharp gaze fell on me, interpreting doubt from my slumped physique. I sat upright and straightened my shoulders. “It will be difficult locating them,” I explained to Miranda, but it wasn’t. The orphanage provided the names of the child’s adoptive parents. From there, gathering information on the lone survivor of that brutal massacre was simple. A New Orleans-raised child, he married and bore two children in the French Quarter. To my surprise, his grandson is a prominent man in the entertainment industry, an acquaintance through a client, his wife, Gisele. Gisele’s family, owners of the Pontellier Art Gallery, which Miranda had frequented many times, have been clients of my family’s law firm for years. Living mere blocks from Miranda in the French Quarter, her husband is the rightful owner of this place. I chuckle. They were right under our noses. Miranda would be pleased.

      “I’m sorry you couldn’t die in peace, knowing your great-grandfather’s wish came to fruition. I’ll make sure your crooked son doesn’t get his hand on this property.”

      A loud creak resonates along the wall as though the longstanding house heaved a heavy sigh. I lift my head, sensing eyes on me, evoking the threat I’d felt as a boy. They didn’t want me here, a boy likely to inherit their dwelling. Have they been waiting for their descendants to inherit the home these many years?

      I drop my gaze to the leather folder, unfasten the tarnished brass clasps, folding the flap back to several newspaper clippings Miranda kept on that fatal night, fastening my eyes on an article about the lone survivor, a one-month-old infant found in the pool house, inside a storage drawer wrapped in a swaddling blanket. I study the photo of a police officer holding the surviving child who’d never know his mother and father or recall that gruesome night but whose grandson would inherit the home where his parents lost their lives. Will he want a house where a vicious crime occurred? A history I didn’t learn about until my twentieth year. I place the newspaper clippings on the desk and lift a laminated note smeared with faded letters. Is that blood?

      It was Co…

      The faded letters appear scribbled with a finger. The last letter smears upward sharply as though Rebecca startled or took her last breath, unable to finish. I place the note in the folder, lift a letter addressed to me in Miranda’s handwriting, and read:

      
        
        JT,

        Years ago, I discovered grandad Gerard's testament in a safe deposit box in the secret compartment of my closet. Lying beside the box was this blood-scribbled note. I laminated the fragile paper to keep it from further deterioration. I suspect Aunt Rebecca scribbled the note in her blood before she died. On March 19, 1919, the morning after her murder, police officers found her body in the closet, the bodies of Joseph Baptiste, a Creole employee of Gerard's firm, in the second-floor hallway, and his wife, Corinne, in the parlor. Miraculously, their one-month-old infant survived, hidden away in the pool house.

        Gerard had taken great interest in Joseph. After Joseph graduated from Xavier University, grand hired him as a junior accountant. Officers discovered his lifeless body next to the blood-covered axe. Law enforcement concluded that the notorious New Orleans Axeman was the assailant because of the demonic letter he'd sent to the Times-Picayune Newspaper a week before the murders. No one stepped forward to contest this theory, and the case was prematurely closed without further investigation.

        I’ve pondered the brutal slayings for years, arriving at Gerard’s will. After he died, the benefactors of his entire estate were Aunt Rebecca and his employee, the young man of color, Joseph Baptiste. The will stipulates that should either of them die, his estate, including the property, should transfer to Joseph’s descendants.

        Gerard despised his son. That was no secret in this family. My father recounted many years of disputes and heated drunken altercations between them. Perhaps this explains why Aunt Rebecca inherited the entirety of his state. Following Rebecca, Joseph, and Corinne's deaths, the estate should rightfully have passed on to the surviving infant. But without the revised will, the property returned to Gerard’s only remaining heir, his son, my grandfather, Colin.

        Are the wheels turning in your head yet? I bet they are, my boy. Are you considering what I did for many years? It was a copycat crime, made to look like the work of the axeman by someone familiar with the home.

        Now you see why I’ve kept the blood-scribble note. It might prove the actual killer wasn’t the axeman but Colin. I’ve always doubted my grandfather’s story about the two missing fingers on his right hand. He claimed it was from a boating accident when I asked. I believed he lied, as he couldn’t look me in the eye, dismissing the topic with a one-hand pirate joke. His fingers were severed evenly, as though by a smooth blade. My suspicions deepen after discovering the blood-stained note. I believe Colin knew something about that night and was possibly in the home. Did he murder them? I hope not.

        I’ve never expressed suspicions to anyone, not even to Anna, who I’ve always told everything. JT, with your help, we can shed light on this mystery. Modern DNA profiling might identify the murderer. There’s one more thing I’ve taken to my grave—a painful secret, something else Aunt Rebecca hid on the night of March 18, 1919, inside the secret compartment of my closet. I had the space sealed off years ago. Dredging up the past will only cause pain. What lies inside must remain.

        JT, please don’t judge me. For years, I’ve criticized my choices. I tried to tell you on your last visit but couldn't find the courage. I pray you’re stronger than me and will lay bare evils that transpired in this house. Even if it stains our family heritage, I trust you will act in good conscience as you always have. But please leave the hidden compartment sealed. It will serve no one any good.

        My sweet boy, I’ll watch over you always.

        Love forever,

        Miranda

      

      

      What did she seal inside the hidden compartment?

      I lower my head and rub my temples, thwarting a burgeoning headache. Poor Miranda. So much guilt. “You should have told me sooner, Miranda.” My affection and high regard for you could never change because of your forefather’s transgressions.

      Was Colin the killer?

      An astute woman, her inklings were as valid as her rain-boding bones. Without firsthand knowledge of my great-grandfather, Colin, deceased before I was born, her claim is indisputable. The notion of him slaughtering his sister with an axe is unimaginable. I continue shifting through newspaper clippings, stopping at a well-known letter to the Times-Picayune Newspaper—the axeman's menacing letter.

      “Jeez. What an eloquent, pompous prick,” I murmur, scrutinizing an article undoubtedly written by a well-educated person wishing to strike terror in Orleanian’s hearts. The elusive axeman might as well have been a phantom from hell, never caught by the police. His butcheries felt more like an urban legend to later Orleanian generations. I lift my head and glare past the bedroom into the walk-in closet, Miranda’s words resonating. What lies inside must remain.

      What does she want undisturbed?

      Placing the article on the folder, I drift toward the closet, once filled with designer labels, now crammed with boxes designated DRESSED FOR SUCCESS in red markers. I stare at the sealed-off compartment I’d caught Miranda opening as a boy. Forbidden from the room and fearing she’d see me, I tiptoed toward the exit and never mentioned the compartment. No one else knows it exists; no latch, button, or protrusion indicating a door, only hairline slits merged with decorative motifs along the wall.

      Years ago, the entrance accommodated my boyish frame. But now, at six-foot-two and with more muscle mass, I’d have to squeeze through the tomb-like cavity that widens in width and height further along the passage. Curiosity guides my hand to the inconspicuous door that sprung inward with a push, but the sealant prevents it from opening. Miranda had reasons for hiding whatever remains behind the wall—reasons I’m itching to know but will respect.

      A faint, sleepy wail awakens and amplifies within the sealed cavity, a creak like a human screech in protest or agreement with my thoughts. Panic shoots through my nerves like an icy gale, rendering me motionless—the fear I’d felt as a boy resurfacing. I turn and gallop back into the bedroom, collect the folder, and walk toward the door. Before exiting, I turn and glance over the room. And as Miranda had three weeks ago, I announce to unseen dwellers, “I understand. I’ll keep my promise to Miranda.”
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      Thursday, April 30, 2020, Two Years Later

      The taxi speeds from the airport onto the Pontchartrain Expressway, ascending a winding overpass. I pull the stifling fabric below my nose and inhale the taxi’s air-conditioned air, at once noticing the caution on the divider.

      
        
        Mask On The Entire Ride.

      

      

      Breathing in and exhaling an irksome breath, I tug the protective cloth above my nose, lean onto the armrest, chin on my knuckle, and close my eyes when the car merges with oncoming traffic. Gisele’s voice replays in my mind from a week ago, along with the tires thump-thump, thump-thump over rumble strips.

      “Simone, I have a fantastic idea. My husband, Theo, is shooting a film in France for several months. My sons are already abroad at the Université Paris Cité and will join him at the end of May. I’m tagging along for a much-needed two-month vacation. I know you’re having problems with our new project. Writing Antoine’s story in his beloved city might help you focus better. You’ll have the entire home to yourself, with no interferences or temptations to stray from writing. When you need a break, you can enjoy the home’s amenities and the pool in the backyard. Magazine Street is next door, with shops, galleries, and restaurants you can peruse. I couldn’t find anyone to house-sit for two months, and I don’t want to leave the house empty that long. Although I trust the security system, people notice when a house is vacant for too long. It’s an invitation to burglars. I know how much you admire the home. Please, say you’ll house-sit. It’s a classic arrangement. You can write Antoine’s story, and I can vacation without worrying about the house. Please tell me you will come.”
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