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“From what I can see, it’s just a house, no different on the outside than all the others around it. It certainly doesn’t radiate evil, but then, the devil is clever, and where better to catch the innocent sleeping but at home in their beds?” – Reverend Thomas Moore 

––––––––

[image: image]


[image: image]

––––––––

[image: image]


The earliest known disappearance is that of fifty-eight-year-old Elmore Washington during the construction of the house in June of 1956. Then, as now, there was little to distinguish Number 56 from the twenty-two identical houses that comprised the newly built neighborhood of Abigail Lane. And on that fine summer day sixty years ago, it was starting to come together nicely. The air was punctuated by the bark of hammers and the growl of saws, of machinery grumbling, of trucks grinding their way over the as-yet unpaved streets and driveways. A haze of dust hung over everything. The rough framing had been completed, the plywood sheathing applied to the skeletons of the houses, and the doors and windows had been installed.

According to his coworkers, Elmore, who’d been working primarily on the roof that day, hadn’t exhibited any noticeable sign of preoccupation. He was known as a jovial, quick-witted sort, slow to anger unless raging drunk, in which case, Jeb Foreman said later, “He’d pick a fight with a chair and probably lose.” He was not given to moods or depression. If there were demons nestled in the folds of his life, he kept them to himself. All of which made it even more of a mystery that in the middle of an ordinary work day, he vanished, and was never seen again. His co-worker Jeb Foreman (who was not the foreman, because that would have been a little too perfect) says the last time he saw Elmore, he was entering the house to retrieve his lunch pail, which he’d left somewhere on the second floor. Jeb claimed he saw Elmore mount the stairs (“saw those big size elevens of his clomping up the steps”) and didn’t give it a second thought until close to quitting time when Ronald Mayhew (who was the foreman) asked if Elmore had left early.

Figuring maybe he’d snuck away for a quick nap, they looked for him. On the stairs in Number 56, they found his lunch pail, the bologna sandwich and apple rotted as if it had been sitting in the sun for two weeks, and another item everyone was pretty sure Washington wouldn’t have left behind on purpose, which was when it was decided that the police should be called.

All anyone knew was that wherever Washington had gone, he’d traveled there without his car, a 1953 Packard Clipper, parked at the construction site, and eighty dollars’ worth of savings he’d kept in a Mason jar beneath his bed. He had never married, wasn’t known as “a ladies’ man” on account of badly pockmarked skin and a glass eye, so he left no broken hearts behind, only a mother who suffered from dementia and likely died never knowing he’d disappeared.

What he did leave behind, was the eye, which Jeb and Ronald discovered sitting on the second to last step of the stairs. “That thing put the fear of God into me,” Ronald said. “Like the Poe story about the fella with the big eye, looking at that man like it knew all he’d done.” Jeb said he felt sick after emerging from the house. “For some reason I can’t figure, I couldn’t stop clenching my teeth. The air was all wrong in there. I smelled fresh cut grass, and there ain’t a thing wrong with a smell like that, but it made me sick to my stomach.” Before he lost his lunch on the bare earth of the soon-to-be lawn, Jeb told his wife he could have sworn he saw sunflowers there, just for a moment, right where someone in the future would undoubtedly put them. He made her promise she’d never share what he said. “The men will think I’ve gone soft in the head.” And she didn’t, until the documentarian Mike Howard came calling some six years after lung cancer made her a widow.

Of all the theories put forth at the time to explain what had become of Washington, which ranged from the possible (he’d been suffering from depression and, to spare his mother the distress, had committed suicide somewhere the body was not likely to be discovered), to the highly improbable (he was a Communist sympathizer who’d been called back to Mother Russia for an important assignment)—nobody blamed the house.
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Despite the dilapidation, Number 56 does not appear sinister at all, at least, no more than any other house that has fallen into disrepair. Of course, for those who want to characterize the building as a Something Evil, the missing shingles, boarded up windows, and the sagging roof is ample fodder. Similarly, the smoke stains on the façade and the smudges of soot around the windows—testament to an attempt to burn the place to the ground back in 1988—make it look sad, tortured, cursed, to those who wish to see it that way.

I imagine it looked anything but sad back in the winter of 1957 when the Wilson Family took up residence.

Harold Wilson was an insurance salesman from Skokie, Illinois. Due to a shift within his company (he would have died before he’d admit it had anything to do with his own poor performance), he was relocated to Columbus, Ohio. To ease the sting of what was essentially a banishment, Sun Life & Liberty Provincial provided him with the house on Abigail Lane. Had they foreseen the consequences of this action, or had Wilson been aware of the disappearance of poor Mr. Washington eight months earlier, alternate arrangements might have been made. But without knowing what had become of the construction worker, and with nobody left behind to ask questions, Washington’s vanishing was relegated to just one of those things.

Thus, unburdened by disappearances past, Harold moved into the house on January 1st of that year with his wife Alison and their children: May, who was eight years old, and Bud, who was twelve.

Despite the circumstances that forced Harold to uproot his beloved family and haul whatever belongings they could fit into his father’s old Dodge pickup truck three hours south to a city he didn’t know, Harold quickly warmed to Columbus. He bonded with the neighbors over football, and Alison, never the social butterfly, suddenly had more friends than she knew what to do with. Visitors to the house were common, and their calendar quickly filled with events to keep them occupied and ingratiate them further into their new surroundings. Even more surprising, Harold thrived at the new office, a development he put down to the clean slate in a place in which he felt less jaded. Customers seemed more responsive to him and his sales improved.

The kids too seemed happy, though Bud had some trouble at school, whereas May, ever the precocious one, fit right in, as her parents knew she would. Shy and reserved, “a thinker rather than a talker” as his father was fond of telling the neighbors, Bud continued to keep to himself, except when challenged. After the resident bully made fun of Bud’s prominent front teeth and shock of ginger hair on the second day, Bud gave him a black eye and a split lip and was henceforth left alone. Bud weathered the inevitable lecture the same way he always did in the wake of these curious outbursts of violence: he stared down at his lap and rubbed his hands together as if washing them. Alison found Bud impenetrable and worrisome, but Harold was secretly proud. He himself had never been a fighter, only a victim (the relocation being just the latest in a long line of humiliations at the hands of others), and it buoyed him to know that in that regard at least, his son was not going to follow in his footsteps. As it turned out, the only footsteps in which Bud was destined to follow were those of Elmore Washington, because on the night of February 10th, 1957, a little over six weeks after they moved into their new house, young Bud clomped upstairs to bed and was never seen again.

Nobody would have sold the house to the Wilsons if they’d known that something was wrong with it. Or, perhaps they would. Greed is a great motivator, and the real estate market is loaded with houses of ill repute and unscrupulous realtors, because at the end of the day, to anyone who doesn’t believe in the supernatural, a house is just a house, and people will always need someplace to live. Besides, Number 56 had not yet earned its dark reputation. It will come as no great surprise given certain realities at the time that the disappearance of Elmore Washington, a black man, never made the news. To the few people who knew him, he was just a lonely unremarkable man bound for a lonely, unremarkable end, and that’s exactly what he got, however he came upon it.

In contrast, because Bud was white, and because he was a middle-class child with a bright future ahead of him, his disappearance got plenty of attention. Less than a half hour after Harold—never Harry—checked in on the kids and found Bud’s room empty, a pair of policemen were at his door. An hour after that, a search was underway, but all they turned up was one of his shoes, which he could have kicked off on the way to bed, though the absence of the second one did raise questions.

Bud would forever be convinced that someone had been waiting in the boy’s room and had snatched him, though to do so, the would-be abductor would have had to sneak a struggling kid downstairs and through the living room where Harold and his wife were watching The Ed Sullivan Show, which Harold insisted (perhaps because he’d never have been able to live with it otherwise) was not the case. But the single window in the boy’s room was still latched, which ruled out egress via that route. The theory favored by police was that there had been no abductor at all, at least not inside the house, and the boy had simply snuck past his parents and out the front door. Where he’d been going or what he might have been up to would remain a mystery, but as time went on, most everyone agreed that whatever the boy’s plans had been, they did not lead him to a benevolent end.

At the time, nobody mentioned that the boy was not the first to go missing from the house. Without knowing the fate of Washington, who for all anyone knew had simply quit to go on a bender, raising that connection might be seen, per the notorious statement of Detective Alan Hopper, as “muddying the waters.”[Much has been written about the history of Abigail Lane, specifically how racial bias and outright prejudice plagued the investigation from the first, so I won’t rehash it here, but if you can find “The One You Didn’t See”, Margaret Haywood’s terrific New York Times article on the subject, it makes for a compelling, and depressing, read.]

But now, the young son of a stalwart nuclear family was missing and the police left no stone unturned in their search. So many flyers were tacked to poles, you couldn’t travel a hundred miles in any direction without seeing the kid’s black and white mug grinning back at you. The media were all over it, and why wouldn’t they? The way they saw it, a wholesome freckled-faced young white boy, emblematic of the hope of our great nation, had gone astray, and Lord, oh Lord, must he be found.
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