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Dedication
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​

This novel is dedicated to William ‘Bill’ Kell and wife Shirley Kell of Eagle Lake, Texas, who gave me much inspiration for finishing the restoration of THIS OLD HOUSE and the handwritten manuscript of Dilue Rose Harris for the writing of The Rose of Brays Bayou!

*Waves*
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Introduction

The Manuscript is Received
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The idea for this story had its beginning in 2005. The author had just taken over a family business, A. J. Struss Auto Supply in Eagle Lake, Texas that was soon to celebrate its 93rd Anniversary in business in Colorado County, Texas.

It was in this small community southwest of Houston, Texas this story has its beginning.

After the restoration process of the home was finished, Sidney St. James and his wife moved in. Although this is a book of fiction, the events that occurred were real and frightened workers away and kept the author and his wife awake late at night.

While painting the small apartment attached to the main room, a cold blast of wind rushed through the room. It was the middle of the summer and quite hot. Afterward, a glance at the paint lid showed in script the name, “Annie!” No one believes this, but on speaking engagements for another novel, The ROSE of Brays Bayou, the writings of Dilue Rose Harris about the Runaway Scrape in the house, James brings the paint lid with him for display during his presentation.

Another good friend, Jim Calhoun, a floor finisher from Wharton, Texas, was working late on a Sunday night, sweating from the heat when the entire house became cold. He was sanding the floor. Someone tapped him on the shoulder. Jim twisted around. After seeing no one there, the frightened man ran out of the house. From that day forward, he only worked during the day.

Then, after moving in, Barbara and the author hung some heavy hooks in the window at the top of the stairs to cover a window. For three days in a row, at precisely three o’clock in the afternoon, the curtains crashed to the floor. Each time, they would screw the metal attachments to the wall, they would fall again the next day at three o’clock.

Finally, after the third day, James put in multiple steel hangers. This time, the curtain didn’t fall... a worse thing happened. The “poltergeist” became trapped in or on the house.

Late at night, while lying in bed on the second floor, heavy footsteps were heard on the roof. They continued to walk, only at night, while we laid in bed. Finally, we removed the curtain and put a light fabric pulled back, leaving the window open to see.  That night, the footsteps disappeared.

The last thing that happened was the occasional smell of cherry pipe tobacco in the hallways. Who? 

All these incidents happened in 2005. The author talked with Bill and Shirley Kell, the people who sold the home, and said that one day he would write a story about it. It has been fifteen years and forty-nine novels later that it has finally happened. 

The author was sleeping at his home in Georgetown, Texas, and smelled cherry tobacco smoke in his dream. He was tying his horse to the hitching post in front of the old house in his dream. That is where this story begins as he jumped up and grabbed his laptop and began writing... 
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Chapter ONE

A Horseback Ride
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First, the inky darkness sank into the marrow of the horseback rider’s bones. This was followed by attacks of lightning bursting on the downtown streets of Eagle Lake, Texas, and steadily made their way from one end of the small community to the other. There were times that the flashing bolts of energy appeared to stand for very long periods of time around certain taller buildings. Temporary, they held prisoner the few people who braved the elements for the evening inside.

Count! One Two. Three. Then came explosions of thunder in giants waves of discordant and demented sounds. The wind raised to the level of a hundred howling hounds.

Joseph Dempsey was riding between Stafford’s Point and Columbus, Texas. It was raining the entire way furiously. His horse was already weary with such a long trip and was starting to show signs of discouragement. It was then, while trotting through this small town a short way from downtown, he noticed the dim outline of a house that appeared to be deserted. Furthermore, whoever once lived there had appeared to have abandoned the place whose fallen chimneys and cracked windowpanes betrayed its dilapidation.

Time had performed irreversible deeds upon the once proud and mighty mansion in the growing community named after a large body of water two miles away. The two chimneys that once could be seen from anywhere in the town were no longer there. Bricks and cement had been eroded away, washing the colors from the once magnificent building. But, from within, the horror lived on. Great rooms of chandeliers and tables lay stagnant, dusty, yet held the weight of many gatherings and dances. The red longleaf pine floors inside laid expectant, as if they wished for one last pair of boots to walk by.

Dempsey was so tired from riding and being pounded by the rain that he involuntarily stopped before the decayed building and was taking his feet out of the stirrups when he heard an unexpected shout from behind him. 

He turned and faced Stockbridge, a dirt row with very little travel, and saw a chaise from where a gentleman was leaning and looking at him. The man had a fringe of gray-white hair around his balding, mottled scalp. While holding his reins in his hands, he leaned up, showing his wizened face with a back slightly hunched. He possessed a resigned look of one who knew that at his age, life had stopped giving and was now only taking away.

“What are you going to do, young man?” he asked.

“Get out of this damn storm,” was his hurried rejoinder. “I’m tired. So is my horse. When I came through town, it was all shut down.” He shouted over the roar of the deafening wind.

“You really can’t take shelter in That Old House,” the driver muttered while he moved over on his seat to show the young man, there was room beside him to climb up.

“Why?” Joseph asked, struck with sudden curiosity. “Is this one of the haunted houses I’ve heard talk about in this little town,” he gently laughed. “If so, I will be glad to enter and thank the storm for driving me into such an interesting spot.”

The stranger hesitated a moment, trying to figure out if he should stay or move along and leave the traveler to his fate at the old house. His impulses got the better of him when he yelled, “Come! Get in with me and leave these mysteries alone. If you want to come back after you hear the mysteries of the house, I will bring you back myself. But first, come and ride with me to town. You could probably use a good hot meal at the Whitehouse Café. Tie your horse up to the back. He will follow easily since you won’t be on his back.”

It was too tempting of an offer by the stranger for the traveler to refuse. Thankfully accepting the man’s kindness, he alighted from his horse and, after tying him to the back of the wagon, got in next to the friendly stranger.

The carriage began to move. The young traveler looked back at the house, he came near to entering. “Good God!” Joseph said, pointing to the structure, “it looks like a huge skull!”

The stranger didn’t reply. Obviously, the description of the dilapidated structure was not a new one for him.

That evening, in a comfortable parlor of the White House Hotel, the traveler was given a manuscript to read. It was handed to him by the stranger, who told him that it was written by the last occupant of the old house.

The diary was written by a woman who was the landlady of the house before its demise. Her name was Annie Smithson. She died in the north room of the home on the second floor. Under her pillow were the discolored pages of a manuscript. The traveler settled down with a whiskey, a longleaf cigar, and began to read.

*****
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DECEMBER TWENTY-EIGHTH, 1845

I don’t understand myself. I can’t understand my doubts or fears. When I first saw the carriage drive off followed by a wagon with its inexplicable big trunk, I thought I should undoubtedly regain my former composure.

However, I’m more uneasy now than ever before. I can’t sleep. I keep going over and over in my thoughts the few words that passed between us in their brief stay in my inn.

It’s her face that haunts me. It had a very strange look as though she was very sick. I can’t forget the man who appeared to be happy, go-lucky, yet very unpleasant, especially when he looked at the woman.

I don’t like the man. A chill sweeps over me when I think back at his laugh that appeared to be too frequent considering how sickly the woman looked.

Thank God, they’re gone, and their belongings with them. I don’t know what to say. I’m still afraid even though they are gone. Why? I sit in the same room where they slept and feel as strange and terrified as if I had encountered a ghost there. Something is wrong with me or wrong with my house. Am I ill? Was there something inexplicable and mysterious in their actions? Let me revisit the past and see what we can find.

They came yesterday, two hours before the setting sun. I was out on the street in front and saw a very handsome couple with a wagon behind them with a pile of luggage. I ran out to the side of the road and welcomed my newest arrivals.

The woman was wearing a veil down over her face.  It was so thick, I couldn’t see her facial features. Her figure was well proportioned with just the right curves, and she was graceful. Her long black hair laid long and loose, obscuring the open back of her dress, yet allowing glimpses of honeyed skin beneath.

I took a fancy to her. Maybe it was because she held her hands out and quickly smiled at me and shook my hands. I never really liked him. He gave more attention to his baggage on the wagon behind him than he did to his young and ailing wife.

Had that big trunk on the wagon contained a hundred bars of gold, he couldn’t have looked at it more lovingly or been more anxious about its handling. When I told him he must have everything, including the kitchen sink in that trunk when they tried to move it. He said it was full of books. I couldn’t understand why it seemed that he loved the chest of books far more than his wife, who was having difficulty walking up the steps of my house. He never once gave her any assistance.

Enough. I won’t dwell on this any longer. As the couple came inside, the man began to look at the four rooms I had available for let to weary travelers. She took a seat in the parlor while he chose one of the rooms. Three of the ones were on the second floor and one downstairs. Although the one on the first floor was smaller and not as comfortable, he chose it because it was not as far to bring his heavy trunk.

I continued to help with getting the trunk to the room and had to stop and rest numerous times. I was ready to give up and ran back to the parlor where the woman was sitting. Mrs. Thompson, as I found out she called herself, was standing in front of a wall mirror looking at herself with a sorrowful expression. I forgot about the massive trunk and only thought about ways I could help the poor woman. When she heard me walk into the room, she quickly lowered her veil and walked back to inquire if her husband had chosen their accommodations yet.
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