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RAVEN'S Curse

JIM CARR

I

assume you don't believe in ghosts. Neither did I until I came to Raven's Crest. That's when my nightmares began. I know if I don't solve the curse of Raven's Crest, I will have to leave this place forever to keep my sanity. It will be dark soon, and before the whispers the ghosts make before they appear again, I fear I will die and become one of them.  

But I'm getting ahead of myself. My mother always talked about her brother, Ambrose, who made a fortune in Boston by creating a machine that made manufacturers a lot of money. When he left Fairville, he never returned, and my mother initiated our rare communication with him. Except at Christmas, and then they were wonderful gifts for us. 

I can still see her face as she undid the Christmas parcel from my uncle for us. It was tied in a multi-coloured bow in thick wrapping paper with Christmas scenes. It was the highlight of our Christmas mornings in those days following the death of my father.

Her face beamed as she opened the large box. It was a new, expensive dress for her and another for me, along with a cheque for my tuition at college, where I was studying to become a teacher. She had always put them under our tree, where they remained until New Year's Day.

"Did he always send us a turkey at Christmas?" 

My mother nodded with a smile. "Even when he wasn't as rich as he is today. But back then, he would come with the turkey himself and spend the holiday with us. He used to say you resembled our mother and would put you on his knee and tell you, 'If you want something badly enough, you will never give it up. I have been working for three years on a project that could change manufacturing. I haven't succeeded yet, but one day, I will become a big success. I believe in myself. Always remember, no matter what, to believe in yourself."

When we sat for Christmas dinner, she had me say grace in Latin. I still remember the wonderful smell as she removed our turkey from the oven and placed the platter on the top of our wood stove. A hole in the firebox always left a dark crust on the turkey skin and the custards and puddings when she placed them on the counter in our pantry and opened its small window. 

My father had died in the war, and my mother took in roomers to make ends meet. When I graduated, I was accepted at my old school, where I could stay home and add to the family's finances.

It was last Christmas when my mother made a surprise announcement. "Miles, one of our roomers, has asked me to marry him, and I have accepted," she said as we sat down for Christmas dinner. I was unsure how to respond, and I gave her a wide smile and prayed for their happiness. 

It was also the Christmas that Ken Tippet proposed to me when we were saying our goodbyes. It came as a surprise. I had only been going with him for two months and was unsure what to say. "I want to get to know you better," she said softly. "I care for you, but I'm not a person who makes up their mind in a hurry."

He left and headed for his car. Ken had a secure job at the bank, and everyone said he was going places. But something inside her made her hesitate. When she returned, her mother could tell something had happened. "Is everything all right?"

"Ken proposed to me."

"Lucky girl. What did you say?"

"I told him I needed to think about it."

"I wouldn't wait too long. He's not the type of man that waits forever."

"Your mother's right," said Miles, our long-time roomer. He was a tall, fat man and the night watchman at a local factory. "I hope to be a good father to you. My door is always open if you need to talk about anything."

Over the next five months, Ken asked her two more times, and she told him she would give him an answer before the end of the term.

I moved to a new school in a neighbouring town. I had just settled into my new position when my mother called me with news about my uncle. "Your Uncle Ambrose has died, and his lawyer has sent me a letter indicating that you should be present for the reading of the will. He also said he would send money for your journey.

But getting back to the ghosts, from the second night I was in Uncle Ambrose's mansion in Northern Quebec, a flock of ravens flocked to the apple tree outside the kitchen every night just before darkness. Her uncle must have noticed them, for he called the mansion Raven's Crest. I later learned he had other reasons. 

I called Ken to tell him about the reading of the will. He was all for it, being a banker who could smell money. I took the train to Boston and was met by Gilbert Metcalfe, my uncle's lawyer, who drove me to my uncle's Boston home on the outskirts. I spent the night tossing, turning, and wondering about my uncle's will and had barely finished breakfast when Metcalfe was at the door. Metcalfe was a short man with a large, balding head who tended to sniff before taking out a large, blue-rimmed handkerchief and rubbing his nose.

He cleared his throat before beginning. "Your uncle was a very rich man, and a number of people have been named in the will." That was it. There was no hint of anything, not even when we drove to his office in downtown Boston. His office was on the third floor. Four people were waiting at reception and rose to follow Metcalfe into the conference room at the end of the hall. It was large enough to seat 20 or even 30 people, but only eight chairs had been set up in a semi-circle in front of Metcalfe's desk. There were three women – two older employees, an attractive young woman, and myself.

Metcalfe opened a folder and announced: "The last will of Ambrose Anderson." He went with the preamble before reading the bequests. "He leaves $100,000 to each of his associates and the control of his companies to Brigitte Belliveau, a professor of mathematics at Laval. There were some rumblings as an older man announced he would contest the will. Metcalfe looked up at him and pushed his glasses higher before clearing his voice. "There is a final legacy to his niece, Maggie Anderson. She is to inherit my summer home, Raven's Crest, and an annual stipend of $60,000 a year for its upkeep. There is one stipulation," Metcalfe added, using his handkerchief to smother a cough. "She is to leave her home and go immediately to Raven's Crest and must live there for one month. Should she fail, the property will be sold, and the money will be spread among the other beneficiaries." Metcalfe closed the file with a snap. "That concludes the reading of the will. Any questions?"

"Must she reside at Raven's Crest for 30 consecutive days," said Brigitte Belliveau.

"That was the intention of the deceased," Metcalfe.

"And alone?" said Belliveau.

"She is to have a housekeeper during the day but must live alone from nightfall to morning. Anything else?" He looked around the table for a minute before snapping his briefcase and rising. Thank you for coming ladies and gentlemen."

The young woman stopped Maggie, who had risen and headed for the door. "We are relatives, Miss Anderson. I am your uncle's daughter. I have been living with my mother in recent years and hope you will have an opportunity to meet her during your stay at Raven's Crest. Please let me know if I can help you in any way."

Metcalfe stood and led them out of the conference room. "Miss Anderson," he said as Brigitte disappeared. "Let me give you the keys to Raven's Crest and a cashier's cheque for $20,000. After you've stayed there for a month, another $5,000 will be sent to you at Raven's Crest. After that, $5,000 a month. Remember, should you decide not to reside there, Raven's Crest and your annual stipend will end and be paid to the other beneficiaries.

"One other thing. We've chartered a plane to fly you to Quebec City. From there, you will be taken by helicopter to Raven's Crest, where Mr. Anderson's housemaid will help you get settled."

"I have a question. Brigitte Belliveau? She just stopped me to welcome me to Raven's Crest.

"I'm not sure what happened, but there was talk that her mother had been murdered, and her daughter went to live with her mother's relatives."

"That is not what she told me. In fact, she volunteered to take me to meet her mother."

"Brigitte is a very intelligent young businesswoman. She's inherited her father's smartness," said Metcalf as she led her downstairs. The smell of the freshly waxed furniture polish in his office clung to his clothes. It followed us to the street, where he shook my hand and instructed his chauffeur to drive me to the airport.

At the airport, she paused. Something inside her gave her an uneasy feeling. "She looked at Metcalfe. "I'm not sure I want to go there. I need to talk to my mother."

"That sounds like something Ambrose would do. Miles and I will visit you in a couple of weeks," said her mother. 

"I understand that Uncle Ambrose was married, that his wife had died and that he also had a daughter.

"Ambrose never mentioned anything about that to me. He always kept things to himself, even as a boy. Never forget. Being strong, healthy and happy is worth more than all the money in the world." She paused before adding, "I have to go now. Miles is calling me."  

She then called Ken, who suggested, "You should go if only for the experience. It may be a test and lead you to something even better."

When she returned to Metcalfe, he was talking on another phone and looked at her anxiously. "What was your mother's recommendation?"

"She would rather see me back at home. I'm inclined to listen to her and go back home where I belong."

Metcalfe kept shaking his head. "I can't change things now." He watched her face, but it didn't reveal anything. "What if you go for one day, and if you still feel that way, call me, and we will take you back home." Then, after a short pause: "Deal?"

Maggie nodded. It sounded fair, and she nodded. He grabbed her suitcase, walked her to the counter, and made sure she checked in and was taken aboard the aircraft.

What she saw from the helicopter appalled her as her uncle's mansion –  a large structure ready to collapse at any moment. She shivered and began to wonder if it was one of her uncle's jokes on her and wondered what her mother, who had a soft spot and an excuse for her brother.

The helicopter landed on the lawn close to the front door with a stern older woman, her hand over her eyebrows as she stepped from the helicopter.
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Chapter Two
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M

irabelle Desjardins, Ambrose's housekeeper, was in her late 50s with her black hair in a knot at the back of her head. She was unmarried and had a thin face with grey eyes and a starched voice that let you know who your boss was. She still lived in the home of her dead parents, whose portraits have now faded. Mirabelle never had a boyfriend and has a mania for cleanliness.

"I hope you don't smoke. The last person who came to stay at Raven's Crest kept me busy emptying her ashtrays. She and all the others wanted me to spend the night with them, but I refused. And I will refuse you when you ask."

"You seem awfully sure."

Mirabelle set her mouth. "It is said that the spirits rise when a new woman arrives. She glanced at the door and put on her coat. "I will return in the morning." She paused at the door. "You should be aware that Mr. Anderson ordered all power shut down at 8 p.m. every night. So you might want to take a flashlight with you, especially if you need to get up for anything."

"What on earth for?" said Maggie.

"Your uncle was a very frugal man," Miss Anderson. "If you wish, I'll have the electrician come tomorrow and have all power turned on 24 hours a day." Mirabelle looked at Maggie. That's what the others did. Although a few asked to have the power turned off all night after being here a few days."

"What on earth for?"

A sly smile crept to the corner of Mirabelle's mouth. She shrugged. "They never told me why." She opened the door and waved as she closed it.

The lights went out when Mirabelle closed the door and headed down the walkway to the road. Maggie asked her where she kept the flashlights, but Mirabelle had disappeared. Maggie sat at the kitchen table to think where they might be stored but was in too much panic to think logically. A snap from the fireplace and dying embers caught her attention. She took the poker and tried to rekindle the fire. That’s when she spotted a newspaper on a chair opposite her and slowly fed it into the fireplace. The flames lit a wood box next to the chimney, and she took the smallest pieces to give the fire a new life. Before long, she had a fire that lit the room and cast her figure on the wall. There was a shelf beside the chimney, and Maggie opened the door. Two boxes of candles peeked from the top shelf, and she smiled. For the first time since arriving, she felt comfortable.

She glanced out the windows and saw even more Ravens crowding the lowest branches of the Chestnut tree outside the kitchen window. That's when the whispers started. The wind had died, and the Ravens had disappeared. The leaves from the chestnut tree had also vanished in the wind. She could hear shuffling from the dining room and the stairs leading upstairs to her bedroom. She thought she had to think logically and not panic as she grabbed six fat candles and two boxes of matches and set out upstairs.

The whispers had disappeared and were now roaming upstairs. Her candle went out, and a sudden wind blew out the candle she used to climb the stairs. She could feel something grab her from behind, and she turned to face a sudden gust of wind that almost knocked her down. Somewhere, she could hear a woman's voice, and a shiver climbed her spine.

Maggie reached her room and slammed the door behind her. She bolted both locks and decided to sleep in her clothes. She pulled the covers over her head and waited, not sure for what. All she knew was that she was scared and hoped whatever it was, it would leave her alone until morning. Maggie closed her eyes and woke hours later by the sunlight flooding her room from both windows. She rose, changed her clothes, and bathed before entering the kitchen. Mirabelle was already there, sipping her morning coffee. "What can I get for you,"

Maggie could tell Mirabelle was wondering about her nocturnal experiences and decided not to mention them to her. "You forgot to tell me about the flashlights," she said in the harshest tones she could muster. "I couldn't find one."

"They were with the knives and forks. All you had to do was look there. But that won't matter once the electrician comes. Now that he is gone, you will have to pay him. I also want to be paid at the end of the month along with the cost of food. My wage is $20 a week, and the food is another $20. Speaking about food, is there anything you want me to prepare for you?"

"Nothing I can think of at the moment." Maggie felt she was being challenged somehow, but she put her suspicions aside for the time being. Her mother never prepared her for someone like this. It would have to wait. "I heard some people whispering last night."

"I can assure you that you were the sole occupant here last night."

"It must have been my imagination."

"It's the house. Some others who came here told me of strange goings-on during the night. They weren't sure when they left. They never looked back when they boarded the car to take them to the airport."

Mirabelle had a small wart on her nose that turned a faint red when excited. "But I have a feeling you will be the one to break the curse."

"What curse?"

"That all who sleep here will die a horrible death. They should have told you this."

"I don't believe in curses or ghosts."

The hint of a smile tugged at the corner of Mirabelle's mouth. "I know I will not spend a night here."

Maggie tried to smile and wondered what her mother would say. She would tell her not to fear anything, even things you may not know at the outset. There is always an explanation for everything in life. If you're confused, rest your mind; what she feared would float away.

Later, when Mirabelle had left, she turned on the lights in every room she passed through. She had eaten a large supper and felt drowsy as she climbed the stairs to her bedroom at the head of the stairs. The whispers began the moment Maggie entered her room and changed into her nightdress. She climbed into bed and kept the lights on so that she could see who or what it was if anything and managed to get into her room. She placed the light switch on the pillow beside her, put the covers over her head and closed her eyes. That's when the ululation of whispers suddenly began. Maggie felt for the light switch and turned the lights on. She glanced around the room. Nothing. The whispers died slowly, and she turned the lights off and tried to go back to sleep. When she did begin to sleep, Ravens from outside somehow made their way into her room. They flew around her room covered in white sheets, their muffled voices squeaking at each other as they aimed at her face. She covered her head. She could feel them walking along her body with their pecks, trying to get at her. She could feel her heart stopping and prayed in a loud voice to give her strength. She gasped for air, breathing as deeply as possible as she heard their chatter slowly dim. She sneaked a look over her covers to see her outside comforter picked to pieces with pieces of wool all over the room. She pushed the covers down and stood to survey the extent of their mess. She could see their beck marks that ruined her two paintings and started to cry.

She decided to change rooms in the morning. She remembered her father when he came home on leave and what he would have thought. She was 12 then, before the war. She suddenly could feel his arms around her, smell his uniform, and hear his voice softly in her ear. She could be anything she wished, he whispered, but she had to wish hard enough and always remember his words.

She wiped away her tears. She was her father's daughter and would live up to his legacy. She went back to bed and willed herself into a deep sleep. There was a smile on her face. Those birds did not get into her room on their own. There would be hell to pay in the morning.

The first thing Maggie did when she woke was to open the door to her toilet and tug on the blind to see the ravens. They had disappeared, and only a twisted branch had any hint of their presence.
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he took her time showering and glancing from time to time out of the window to see if they had returned. The leaves fluttered in the morning breeze from the river, but there was no sign of the Ravens. She smiled and picked the most authoritative dress in her wardrobe. Even then, the dress she chose looked like something a librarian would wear. She looked in the mirror and decided on a trip to the village to acquire a plain skirt, blouse, and sweater.

Maggie walked downstairs slowly, feeling sure of herself and what the day would bring. Mirabelle was busy getting her breakfast. Mirabelle heard her coming and put a plate of eggs, ham, and dark toast on the table. "You startled me. I didn't hear you come down. You're turning into a ghost yourself."

"Hardly," she said in her sternest voice. "The simile is hardly flattering."

Mirabelle caught the tone and tried to smile as she reached into the cupboard for a freshly filled bottle of raspberry jam. "It goes wonderfully with your special toast." She attempted a smile.

Maggie caught the change and tried to smile back. "That was very thoughtful of you, Mirabelle. Do we have a handyman here?"

"Not proper. If we have any work that needs to be done, we usually handle any work that needs to be done."

"Tell him I would like to see him this morning. And this afternoon, I'd like you to take me to the village's clothing store."

"It doesn’t have the kind of clothes you’re used to."

"They will suit me just fine. I intend to do some work around here." Mirabelle's eyes widened. She wasn’t expecting this. And instinctively, she would have to be very careful about the time being and let the ghosts change her tune little by little. She buzzed for the driver, who drove them to the closest village. Mirabelle opened the door for her and led her inside the only clothes shop in the town. There were a lot of house dresses, with some outlandish colours. Maggie didn’t feel comfortable wearing it, and she looked for others. At a nod from Mirabelle, she led her to the back of the store, where a rack of more expensive house dresses were displayed. There were a few navy dresses, one with tight sleeves that caught Maggie's eye. She bought two dresses that would look a little out of place at the Maison, leaving Mirabelle shaking her head as she followed her back to the car. The dresses would not be what she or her friends would wear, but she bit her tongue.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
RAVEN'S
CURDE
_UIM CARR






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





