
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


House of Madness

by

Sara Harris

WordCrafts Press

Copyright © 2019 Sara Harris

Cover Design by David Warren

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite online retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

[image: image]



There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreampt of in your philosophy.

Hamlet

Act 1, Scene 5
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​CHAPTER ONE
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The Beginning

Would you just unlock these back doors already?

The words were dangerously close to finding their way off Adelaide’s tongue as she sat in the back of the realtor’s blacker-than-night Cadillac. She spun her wedding ring, the princess cut half-carat, around her finger as the Realtor, Kim something, rattled on in her nasal voice. The more Kim talked, the quicker her voice climbed Adelaide’s top-ten list of things she disliked. Currently, it ranked somewhere between monthly cramps and waiting in line at the DMV.

Adelaide shifted her attention out the tinted back window to the front yard of the house she knew they couldn’t afford. But Tim wanted to see it, so here they were. The springtime wind swayed the boughs of the old shade trees, elm if she remembered her leaves correctly. Their shadows danced over the steep concrete driveway, pushed first one way then pulled back the other. Her husband’s voice from the front seat interrupted her trance-like reverie.

“You said it was built when? Did you hear that honey?”

“Um, no.” Adelaide forced a smile. “I must have missed it.”

Tim spoke to Kim. “My wife’s an author. She loves history. Tell her what you told me. About the house.”

Adelaide shook her head. To be called an author would imply I had something published. She tried not to look at Kim’s arched eyebrows, bespeaking her feigned interest. Right now I’m more like an unemployed school teacher who will need to start handing out resumes if someone doesn’t pick up my work soon.

The faces of Adelaide’s students back in Dallas popped into her mind without warning. Sure, they tried to poison her coworker, but she still missed them. If I had her as my teacher, I may have tried to do the same. That teacher was a screamer, always degrading. Always telling them how stupid they were. Those kids may have been from the wrong side of the tracks, but they were far but dumb and knew when they were being insulted.

“Wonderful,” Kim chirped. “I bet you write bodice rippers, don’t you Abby.”

Adelaide nodded as the faces of her former students fizzled from her mind. Addie. Not Abby.

“Not quite. A Heart on Hold is a historical romance set during the Civil War. The hero, Sanderson, goes off to war and leaves his love, our heroine Charlotte, behind. When he is taken captive by an unexpected Yankee and Charlotte receives word that he died at Alton Prison in Illinois, she refuses to accept it. With just her horse and her faith, she leaves Arkansas behind and heads north through an unwelcoming world to find her love and bring him home—one way or another.”

Kim stared at her in the rearview. “My, that’s a farfetched little love story, isn’t it?”

“Actually, Sanderson’s life follows that of real Confederate Captain E.A. Adams—”

“You know,” Kim interrupted, “I have been meaning to write a book myself.”

Any time somebody learned she was an aspiring author, she was suddenly privy to all of their own unrealized writing dreams. A Heart on Hold is going to be a four-book series, too. Every one of them would probably be over your head anyway.

“It would be entitled, Adventures in an Empty House. In it, I would tell all about the people I’ve met and adventures I’ve had since becoming a Realtor.” Kim winked at her. “But I better not tell you any more, you might steal my ideas.”

Not entitled. Titled. To be entitled would mean the book was owed something.

Kim clapped her perfectly manicured hands. The baby-pink color that dotted her nails was the same shade of lipstick that dotted her teeth. “Oh my, we’ve gotten off topic, haven’t we?” She adjusted her hefty frame in the seat. “I was telling your delightful husband that this house was one of the first ranch-style homes in the city. Before Big Spring was a city, really. It was constructed in 1889.”

Adelaide straightened her back. One of her favorite topics to teach was Texas History. Especially the European migration. Most of the Germans settled further east, in the true Hill Country. A handful had continued west despite the heavy Indian presence and general lawlessness that plagued the land. The French came through in droves, leaving their undeniable mark, but most continued on to already established bigger cities. Austrians, Romanians, and a handful of Italian families also made the journey across Texas at the end of the nineteenth century.

Kim, however, didn’t pause in her spiel. “Then, this house was renovated to its current glory in the 1940’s by Doctors Roland and Marjorie Darkland. They were such wonderful people. They are the ones responsible for what the house has become today.”

Finally, she paused for a breath.

Tim raised a finger. “What about the mental institution we passed on the way in? It seems pretty close. We moved from Dallas for the small-town atmosphere and need a safe house.” He glanced back at his wife and daughter.

A house without all the memories. Somewhere to start fresh.

The Realtor chimed to life. “Oh, that old insane asylum? It’s been set for demolition.”

From the backseat, Adelaide stared at Kim’s hair. How does it manage to stay in that fancy updo in this wind? Kim’s floral perfume filled the car and was beginning to weigh on Adelaide like an iron jacket. Tim and Addie’s daughter, Michaela, cupped her eleven-year-old hands around her mouth and slumped in the backseat. Smells always bothered her.

I never figured how women could put on a cloud of perfume. Do they spray it on with a fogger? Being female herself, Addie figured she must have missed that day of school since she had never learned that particular technique. She offered Michaela an apologetic smile.

Kim waved her hands as though she was waving away a problematic fly. Every time she moved, the perfume smell intensified. “They transferred the last patient to Crestview months ago.”

A rash of goosebumps cropped up on Adelaide’s skin. She’d come across the name Crestview Home when she was researching Big Spring, Texas prior to their move. Crestview was the hospital in the Spring Town Gazette not long ago and the press coverage hadn’t been positive. The story told of a patient who starved to death, restrained to his bed by his wrists and ankles. The police were investigating the hospital for neglect and at least one suit had already been filed for wrongful death.

Michaela held her breath until her cheeks puffed out like a chipmunk’s and patted her mother’s hand. She pointed out the window. A pair of gray squirrels chased each other from a leafy elm tree across the lush grass and up an obscured black line that led from the ground, up the bricks, and disappeared into the attic.

That’s a strange place for a wire.

Addie and Michaela shared a look. “That looks like a great tree for a fort,” Addie whispered.

Michaela exhaled the breath she’d been holding. “Yes, it does,” she whispered back.

Kim was still droning on in the front seat about the mental hospital and paid their whispers no mind. “You know, the couple that refurbished this house, the Darkland doctors I mentioned earlier, worked there. At the old mental institution. They were so brilliant.”

Tim cocked his head. “Brilliant?”

“Oh yes. They ruled over those crazies and kept the place in check. They also came up with new drug therapies to treat those ...” She wrinkled her nose. “Those patients.”

“They must have been some people.”

“Oh, we went to church together for years. Always on the front row, they were. Until they retired to Jamaica. It’s their kids—the two boys are doctors of course, but their daughter is a lawyer—they are the ones who are selling this place.”

Ah, that’s why it’s in our price range.

Kim looked almost reverent for a moment. “Must be nice, huh? I suppose all of us are in the wrong line of work. Shall we go in?” Kim pressed the unlock button and Michaela flung her door open and let the fresh air rush in.

***
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“WOW, WE ARE ACTUALLY looking at owning a doctor’s house!” Tim’s voice was edged in a contagious brand of excitement. “Did you ever think we’d be able to do this?”

Addie stepped over the row of newly sprouted tulips that lined the flower bed and answered honestly. “No. And I’m not sure we can now.”

Kim fiddled with the lockbox as Michaela watched intently. Tim turned his wife around, his hand around her waist. “Just look at this front yard.”

From nowhere, a chorus of birds sang to life. They swooped and dove from one magnificent tree to the next, some carrying nesting material, others just singing. The flowerbeds were meticulously maintained and boasted sweet-scented honeysuckle that twined around a deep green woody hedge that was sprinkled with bright red berries. Shady and built on a gentle slope, or perhaps just landscaped that way, the front yard stretched for almost the entire block in either direction and had all the curb appeal of a quaint park.

Addie’s husband gave her a squeeze. “I can’t believe it’s in our price range.”

“I thought it was a little over our budget?”

Kim bested the lockbox and the little silver key clattered to the porch.

Michaela bent to retrieve it. “Wow, this is an old key.” Sure enough, she held an old fashioned skeleton key in her hand.

Kim snatched it from her palm. “There now. Ready folks?”

Michaela shot inside, but immediately ground to a halt. Her fingers pinched her nose. “Ew, that stinks.”

Addie stepped into open, muted yellow kitchen. “Goodness, that’s a strong smell. Are we sure nobody else is here?”

Tim joined her. “That’s a man’s cologne all right. But it’s more like something my grandfather would have worn.” He looked at Kim for an explanation.

Kim stepped inside and shrugged her shoulders. Her Pepto-Bismol pink suit jacket strained against any movement. “This place has been vacant for months.” She glanced at the outdated yellow countertop that looked to be a mile long. “No other Realtors have left their cards, so it doesn’t appear to be recently shown.” She wore a look of genuine surprise. “I honestly don’t know what that smell is.”

Michaela unpinched her nose and turned to her left. “Hey look, a huge bathroom!”

Tim and Kim trailed after the sprightly youngster, but something about the kitchen was too captivating for Adelaide not to admire. The galley kitchen featured a fifteen-foot bar with wooden pull-downs that were stuck in varying positions.

Those are called pass-throughs, I believe. Very old-time.

The double sink was opposite the bar, so a mother could do the breakfast dishes as soon as her family ate. Provided they sat at the bar. Adelaide smiled and let her fingers dance along the wooden cabinets above the long bar.

So much storage.

Behind her, rows of windows lined the wall and allowed a peek into the park-like yard from over the stove and counters. A double oven, also yellow, stared out from the far wall nearest the tiny pantry. Addie opened the tall, thin doors. A series of short shelves sat before her. Not much pantry. A shadow beside the shelving caught her eye. She looked closer. Wait a second. Addie reached in and gave a tug. The pantry swung toward her, revealing two more rows of shelves and a tiny room.

A movable wall!

Her mouth fell open. Before she could call out to Tim, Michaela’s voice echoed off the custom tile floor. “Mom. This bathroom —it has to be mine.” The eleven-year-old flash of girl appeared at her side. Addie joined in with Michaela’s enthusiasm. “There’s a stained-glass window, a see-through shower and up-and-down lights that look like they’re right out of the fifties!”

Excitement rounded her eyes to the size of tea saucers. “And come look over here. Miss Kim said it could be a playroom or homework room.”

Addie pushed the pantry doors shut and turned to follow Michaela. An icy puff brushed her face as she followed her skipping daughter down the length of the bar.

At least the air conditioner works.

An odd sensation brought her to a pause. Michaela rushed on ahead, half skipping and half running. Ever slow, Addie turned and glanced over her shoulder into the empty kitchen. The feeling of someone, just out of sight and sharing space with her, was strong.

Is somebody watching me?

Another chill made her hug her chest. Something thunked.

“Come on, Mom!”

Addie turned her back to the kitchen and rushed to catch up with Michaela. She pushed the niggle of uneasiness to the back of her mind.

Surely that was just one of the shelves in the pantry falling back into place.

Tim and Kim stepped out of the bathroom, deep in conversation about clay pipes, clogged drains, and how much it would actually cost to replace that lead-lined custom stained-glass window, should something horrific befall it.

“Look!” Michaela pushed a corner of the plain-looking wood. It swung outward and revealed a pull-down desk, complete with a lamp and pencil sharpener. “They all do it!” She rushed down the line, pressing the wood and letting the doors swing free. “Cabinets everywhere!”

Addie smiled, but didn’t relax her arms. “I see where you’ll be doing your homework every day.”

Michaela nodded, her blonde wisps of hair brushing across her forehead in rhythm. “And look at the view.”

The entire back side of the playroom, as Michaela called it, was lined with windows. And they didn’t stop there. Addie trailed behind Tim and Kim as they meandered through the open-concept home into the formal dining room. The floor-to-ceiling windows continued into this room and made up the entire back wall.

“Notice the paint in this room.” Kim stroked her chubby fingers along the walls. “It looks golden, doesn’t it? Watch when the sunlight hits it.”

As if on cue, the clouds shifted in the sky and the room filled with sunshine. Rays bounced off the walls, illuminating the painted-over panels with thousands of tiny sparkles. Tim, Addie, and Michaela gasped in concert.

“I’ve never seen paint like that,” Addie breathed. It seemed to her that the sparkles were tiny nuggets of gold just hidden in the wood.

Perhaps Tim was right to insist on coming to this house, after all. “Golden sparkly paint.”

“Very retro,” Kim agreed. “If you’ll look through here, this is the living space.”

“Wait.” Addie pointed to a door in the corner of the dining room. “What’s this?”

Kim pranced over, her high heels clicking on the flagstone tile. “This, Adelaide, is storage.” She turned the knob and opened the wooden door.

Addie peered in, Michaela at her elbow. The girl spoke first. “Carpeted storage? I have never seen a closet like this. It could be a room by itself.”

And she was right. Addie and Michaela stepped in. “Look, there’s a safe.” Michaela fell to her knees to examine its entrails. Addie continued, turning like a ballerina in a music box in the dim space. “And look here, these doors lock—from the inside.”

The annoyed creases smoothed from Kim’s forehead and she stepped inside. “Really?”

Tim followed. “Those are automatic locks. See?”

He pulled the door shut behind him. At once, they were cloaked in complete darkness.

“Hey,” Michaela grumbled. “I almost had it, Dad.”

In the confines of the room, someone’s breathing was coming faster and faster. Addie put her hand out to steady herself. It bumped something metal on the wall.

A chain clinked somewhere in the dark, followed by Tim’s voice. “And then He said, Let there be light.” The door swung open and muted slants of sunlight flowed into the dank little room. “How odd is that.”

Kim clinked back into the dining room and flipped through her sheaf of papers. “I believe this is a safe room,” she muttered. “I don’t remember reading about it, though.”

Unfazed by the dark, Michaela still fiddled with the safe in the corner.

“Tim, look,” Addie whispered. She ran her fingers along the metal box she’d accidentally discovered. “It says Emergency Call Box.” Her eyes widened. “Could this be a secret phone line?”

Tim opened his mouth, but Kim interrupted them. “Well, now that’s an adventure, isn’t it? Let’s see the rest of the house, shall we?”

Michaela rose, defeated. “There’s nothing in the safe,” she proclaimed. Her voice was thick with more than a little disappointment. Addie patted her daughter.

Kim led them back through the formal dining room and through the giant opening that couldn’t be called a doorway in the normal sense of the word. They emerged in the over-sized and equally bright living room. Kim pointed out the unique lighting system which was designed to illuminate by shining up at the ceiling then reflecting down from what Addie thought was just fancy shelving near the ceiling.

“I’ve never seen lights like that, either. Normal lights shine down. These shine from the top.” With each little hidden gem, she was having a harder and harder time concealing her excitement. Addie scarcely noticed the hand-laid rock fireplace that commanded the attention of the room. “What’s next?”

“Right this way and I’ll show you the master bedroom. There is another bathroom on your right.”

Another breath of cold air brushed Adelaide’s face as they walked down a tiny hallway that circled around the outside of the dining room. Sure enough, there was another giant bathroom complete with separate vanity and a mirror that took up the entire wall. Another lead-lined stained-glass window stared at them from the far wall. “It certainly is cool in here.”

Kim stepped from the flagstone tile onto the thick carpet of the master bedroom, not giving anyone much time to explore the bathroom. More windows lined one wall, while half windows graced the other two exposed walls. A pair of deep walk-in closets took up the fourth. “They built the house with cement walls, so it holds the chill.”

Addie glanced at the windows. From here, you could see into the dining room and over into the playroom and kitchen. It was strangely eerie and comforting at the same time. The deep window ledges were wide enough to hold a real flower pot and the rivets had been painted over.

Wait, rivets?

“Steel reinforced windows?”

“Looks like it,” Tim agreed.

From their windows, they could see the lone mountain in Big Spring towering above the horizon, looming over them like a child about to vomit. If they walked out of their back yard and across the street, they would be standing at its base. Addie and Tim stared, mesmerized.

“Maybe they needed to keep the storms out,” Tim ventured. “I’m sure the winds come whipping down that mountain. Or something.”

Or something.

Michaela’s voice trilled from another room and echoed off the cement walls. “Look, is this a dressing area?”

Addie hurried through the doorway that beckoned from the back of the master. Shoulder high closets gave the dressing area the feel of a locker room. A tiny sink stood in the corner with mirrors above it. Addie looked in the mirror and saw out the recessed picture window behind her that she hadn’t known was there. A family of cardinals were flitting about a nest in an Indian Hawthorne bush just outside. A smile crept over her lips.

Magic around every corner.

Kim strode in. “She’s right. This was the lady doctor’s dressing area. Continue on through and you’ll find the bath.”

“Kind of hidden, isn’t it?” Addie tried the pocket door. It was painted shut. “Guess it’s a good thing since this door doesn’t close.”

Michaela pushed between them and began opening door after door in the pink and blue bathroom. A curtainless tub sat naked and exposed in an alcove and a half-wall separated the bathing area from the toilet. On that half-wall was more floor to ceiling storage. “Check out this pull-out hamper—it’s huge!” A gush of air whooshed out and Michaela coughed. “Musty though.”

She let the hamper fall shut with a bang. “Smells like someone put their dirty socks in there and left them for half a year.”

Kim turned away from Michaela and shrugged. “She must have liked her privacy.” Before she could usher everyone out of the odd and secluded bathroom, Kim did a double take at the light that lit the room. “That’s funny. I could have sworn they said the electricity was cut from this place.” She flicked the switch. The light went off. An uneasy dimness fell around them.

Addie reached for the switch but hesitated. Her fingers fell lightly on it before flipping it up. Nothing happened.

“That’s funny.” Kim tried it a couple more times. “Must have been a fluke.”

A cold shiver danced down Addie’s spine. “You said before that it’s been vacant awhile. Is that a long while?”

Michaela led the way out of the bathroom. “Now I want to see my room.”

Kim followed, oblivious to Michaela’s excitable demand. “Yes, it’s been empty several months now. Almost six.”

“So, it probably wasn’t the air conditioner I felt earlier?”

She shook her head, her bouffant hair wiggling precariously. “Impossible.” She tried the switch again. Still nothing.

If there had been a clock in the house, Addie could have heard the seconds click by.

“Old houses are drafty,” Kim began. “And this one is old.”

The echo of Tim’s voice made them both jump. “Check this out! I found another safe room.”

Without speaking, they strode back through the bedroom and into the tiny hall with Michaela dancing along in front of them. “Where are you Dad? I’m lost!”

“Down here, Kiddo.”

His voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

Had she turned right, Michaela would have gone back into the living room part of the house. She turned left. Addie quickened her pace to catch up.

“All right Dad, I’m com—” Michaela started. Her words died in her throat. She ground to a halt in the middle of what looked like a room but was far too open. More like a hidden den with two giant closets and a cable connection. Addie almost ran into her.

“Wow,” she mouthed. “I want this room. I’ve never—”

“Seen anything like it,” mother and daughter finished together.

None of us have seen anything like it. Anything like this house.

Tim appeared from yet another unrealized hallway even farther down. “Keep on coming, the house isn’t done with us yet.”

Michaela led the way, unwilling or unable to turn her face from the quaint little room. The entire hallway had been whitewashed at some point, including the doorknobs. A few steps into the deepening darkness, Tim knocked on a door. If someone was running through the house in a blind dash, they would probably miss this doorway all together.

“Check this out.” Tim turned the knob and flicked on his phone’s flashlight app. It cast an eerie glow over the room that could pass as a closet—but so clearly wasn’t.

Kim pushed past Addie, her mouth agape. She didn’t even take the trouble to feign politeness. “What the—”

“Cool! Can I see?” Michaela’s chipper voice broke the strange sensation that buzzed within the room. “Hey,” she pressed her skinny frame between her father and mother and slid into the room. “What’s that?”
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