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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dearest Reader,

      I had to write a story about Helltown. How could I not?

      Growing up in Ohio was about as glamorous as you might imagine. With nothing much to do, I spent my teen years riding shotgun in someone’s beat-up car, rolling up and down the hills of the Cuyahoga Valley, and exploring abandoned things. For legal reasons, I may or may not have frequented Jaite Paper Mill after it was condemned, and maybe an old psychiatric hospital in Sagamore. But at night, the best place to explore and scare yourself half to death was a place once called Boston Village. It was this little township that the locals dubbed “Helltown.”

      If you drive down to the Boston Mills Historic District, as it is known today, you’ll see a beautiful tourist destination for anyone who loves the great outdoors. Owned by the Cuyahoga Valley National Park, the original buildings that make an appearance in this book have been transformed into a visitor’s center and a place to grab refreshments. You’ll be able to see the old M.D. Garage, a Pure Oil gas station from the 1940s, and a few other historical barns and homes. But unfortunately, that’s about all that’s left of the place that once stirred the morbid imaginations of many an Ohioan.

      From Satanic rituals to mutants to dead schoolchildren, this spot was positively brimming with legends. So much so that it captured the attention of ghost hunters and filmmakers; in fact, there is an actual “documentary” out there with so much fabricated information, it’ll make your head spin. They even interviewed fake townspeople. The truth is, Helltown is simply just another Ohio town. The discovery of how much toxic industrial waste had been leaking out of the Krejci Dump site in the 80s led to stories of mutants and “melon heads.” A school bus in the woods that served as a family’s temporary home led to stories of a crazed bus driver and dead schoolchildren. An old Protestant church with interesting architecture became a place for Satanic rituals. And on and on it goes.

      Fastforward to adulthood. My husband and I moved back to the area, and found ourselves regularly hiking up and down the CVNP. One of our favorite spots was the closed Stanford Road, where we discovered an abandoned barn and chicken coop up the hill to the left. I know they’ll tear that down too, but for now, the dilapidated barn still sits, full of graffiti from the next generation looking for Helltown adventures.

      It was on one of these hikes, in the middle of March, that I was startled by a weird sound and saw three vultures circling above me. The next day was too cold and rainy for hiking, so my husband and I grabbed coffee and parked at the Hines Hill campus near the trails. I’d driven by the strange buildings before, but never explored them. On an impulse, he and I grabbed our umbrellas and wandered through, learning that the house all the way in the back—the one you could see from Stanford Road—had once been the summer home of the Jaite family. And well, the story I came up with shortly thereafter, you will find in this book.

      Whether it’s ancient vampires or time-hopping hotels, my books are always inspired by history, but I love to twist the facts. I’m sure the Jaites and the early Boston Village settlers were lovely people; I’m happy to report that most of this tale comes straight from my own nightmarish brain. But that’s why I love historical fiction so much. I can draw on my own experiences and the stories of others, blending them together into fresh lore.

      Although some of the topics I explore are heavy, this story was a pleasure to write, and since my family and I will soon be moving, it feels like my love letter to Ohio. It really is a beautiful place, if you ever find yourself up this way.

      Just beware the Sisters Three.

      
        
        Dreadfully Yours,

        Cassandra L. Thompson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          Unknown, 1881

        

      

    

    
      A girl stood before her in a tattered yellow dress. Eyes hollowed and lips cracked, she said nothing, even as water pooled around her dirty feet. The skies were gray but rainless, creating confusion around the source of the spreading puddle. But when a metallic tang soured the air, the woman realized it was not water pouring from the girl’s pregnant belly and out from between her trembling, bony legs. It was blood.

      Before the woman could react, a man swooped in.

      “Is she alright?” the woman cried.

      “It’s no concern of yours,” was the retort as he whisked her away.  

      They disappeared behind the flimsy door of what the woman hoped was a doctor’s office, their absence leaving behind cold silence. The woman supposed he was right; it was no concern of hers, no matter how strong her empathy for the young woman. She had just arrived and knew little about the seemingly desolate town and its happenings. She was also exhausted from traveling, and a sleepless mind often plays tricks on itself. Perhaps the girl was not bleeding after all.

      She turned away, eager to find a place to rest. Crisp moisture bit the air, but it was too warm for snow, which left the lichen-coated limbs and peeling bark of barren trees exposed. For her entire journey, she’d seen nothing but the skeletons of haunted oaks and melancholy maples standing in faded copper grass. She’d named them the Guardians of Haite Towne, sentinels keeping watch of all who arrived.

      Black shadows above interrupted her thoughts. She squinted against the sun to see three great birds quietly circling her. Vultures were not an uncommon sight in the country, but their ominous presence rattled her more than she liked. She looked down and immediately jumped. 

      The girl stood before her as if she’d never left.

      The woman’s heartbeat quickened as her confusion struggled to break through to reason. She wanted to ask the girl if she was all right, but the words were trapped in her throat. All she could do was stare, frozen by indecision, as blood continued to gush around the girl’s feet. Her eyes fell to the girl’s abdomen, and she gasped. 

      The soft, hopeful swell of belly was gone. It had been replaced by torn cloth and split flesh, a horrible grin spilling forth viscera as it laughed at her. The horror of it brought the woman to her knees, and she swallowed rising bile as the vultures above her let out a shriek.

      Somewhere inside her rational mind, the woman knew vultures made no sound. Perhaps it was her own screaming she heard as she pressed her hands to her ears. Or perhaps it came from the girl, whose mouth began to slide open like her belly. 

      Her jaw drooped much too far and much too slack, eventually pulling her face apart. By the time it fully detached with a sickening crack, joining the collection of bloody pulp at her feet, the woman’s eyes rolled back in her head. She collapsed onto the dirt, her vision darkening as she stared at the girl’s fleshless, bloodied jawbone right before her. 

      The woman’s last thought, as everything faded away, was whether the vultures would pick them both clean.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          Lori, 1981

        

      

    

    
      Lori stepped over the threshold, and immediately, her boot crunched glass. She looked up to see a broken window, the late afternoon sun catching in the remaining shards. This would have been the point where she listened to the home—observed it, smelled it, breathed it in—but the Realtor hadn’t stopped talking from the moment Lori stepped out of the car to greet her.

      “Oh, don’t you mind that.” Jeanne Markle’s nervous, high-pitched voice entered the room before she did, flooding the quiet, abandoned structure with the smell of overdone hairspray and powder. “I brought a broom!”

      Her ill-fitting skirt forced out a grunt as she bent awkwardly to sweep the broken glass into the corner. “As you know, the house was painstakingly cared for while your relatives were alive, but it lay dormant for a few months before the estate was transferred to you. We took care of most of it, but you know, things happen.”

      “I anticipated repairs,” Lori told her as pleasantly as she could. “Century home and all.”

      Jeanne navigated her pumps over the dusty wood floors. “The upper levels are the ones that need the most TLC, but the rooms are still livable. If you’d like to follow me, I can give you a quick tour⁠—”

      “Oh, that won’t be necessary,” Lori interrupted. “It looks exactly like the photos your agency sent over.”

      “It’s no trouble at all, dear,” Jeanne insisted, wobbling through the foyer to the back of the house.

      Lori sighed. She’d hoped the handoff would be quick and painless. Her anxiety hadn’t allowed her any sleep the night before, and after seven long hours in the car, all she wanted was to be alone to explore and plan her renovations. She sure picked a helluva time to quit smoking.

      She gathered up what little patience she had left and followed Jeanne into the main parlor.

      The Realtor flitted about, attempting to show off the home’s various selling points as if Lori hadn’t already been bequeathed the damn thing. “The fireplaces have been boarded up, but they do work. You’ll want to get them looked at, though, before you use them. Critters love to hole up when it’s cold outside, and the last thing you need is rabies. The grand parlor features these glorious bay windows. Such a unique addition for an older home, don’t you think? You could turn this into a fabulous great room, perfect for entertaining guests…”

      While she babbled on, Lori surveyed the walls, happy to note they were structurally sound behind the faded, peeling wallpaper. Her eyes lingered on the intricate scrolled ornaments decorating the walls. Someone had maintained this place and had done it well. Beyond the inevitable country dust and occasional cobweb, the old manor looked like it must have ninety years prior.

      “Like I said over the phone, you’re lucky you were spared vandalism and squatters. No one wants to make the trek through the valley and up this hill. As you may have already guessed, the leftover townsfolk aren’t too friendly either.”

      When Lori hit the last leg of her trip in from New York, she’d felt a sudden rush of energy to press on. She’d driven right through the empty town at the bottom of the hill, barely glancing at the old gas station and weathered storefronts. She hadn’t seen a single soul that would enable her to agree with the woman, but she nodded just the same.

      “So when will you and your husband begin renovations?”

      “No husband,” Lori informed her. “It’s just me.”

      Jeanne’s leathery features distorted in confusion. “The paperwork said Mr. and Mrs. Greene⁠—”

      “It’s a formality. Our divorce hasn’t been finalized.”

      “Oh, I see. Well, I must say, I’m pretty surprised anyone would agree to take on this place. Let alone a single woman.”

      “I’m actually a historian,” Lori explained calmly. “I renovate old homes as part of my job. This house happens to be a very unusual type of Gothic Revival, an architecture rare for Northeast Ohio, let alone a summer home. I honestly can’t even believe it was gifted to me. My mother died when I was a baby, and I never knew her side of the family.”

      “It is a strange situation, indeed,” Jeanne said. “I’m not sure why anyone would spend so much money to keep this place maintained, but unlived in for years. Seems like a waste.”

      Lori shrugged. “In the words of the great Jim Morrison, people are strange. I’m just grateful for the serendipity.”

      Jeanne forced a grin that made her face turn red. “My, you really are a Miss Smarty Pants.” She continued before Lori could explain what serendipity meant. “It is a pretty house, but there is nothing around. Ever since the paper mill shut down, there is no reason for anyone to stick around. The townies stayed because they have nowhere else to go, but they’ll move on soon enough. Especially after…” She trailed off. “Soon, nothing will be left but woods and abandoned things.”

      Lori studied the frizzy-haired woman before her and considered her options. How could she possibly explain to anyone, let alone this woman, that the house had called out to her before she even received the phone call? That she saw it, and every house she’d ever worked on, in her dreams? They were spaces trapped in limbo, whispering their secrets to anyone who might be listening. Lori just happened to do so. Humans perplexed her, but reading a building’s energy? Easy peasy.

      “I plan to sell it,” she said finally. “And if I can’t sell it, I will live here.”

      “But—”

      Children’s laughter burst through the tension.

      Lori grinned as her stepdaughters came barrelling into the room. “Careful, girls, there’s broken glass.”

      “This place is spooky as heck!”

      “Oh wow, look at the ceiling…”

      “Girls, you can’t just go flying through the house like that—oh hey, Lori.”

      Lori’s smile faded as Sean entered, ducking to fit his tall frame under the low-hanging archway. Nikki, their oldest daughter, noticed the Realtor and quickly tempered her excitement. She slid beside Lori, who lifted her arm up for a hug.

      Jeanne looked perplexed. “Are you…? What…?”

      Sean chose to be kind instead of hostile, turning on his special brand of Sean Greene charm. “Hiya doing there, Mrs. Markle. I’m Sean Greene. We spoke on the phone.”

      The Realtor quickly composed herself, taking his extended hand. “Oh, forgive me, Mr. Greene. I didn’t expect—you didn’t—I’m glad you made it here safely. Your wife is quite lovely.”

      “Ex-wife,” Lori corrected her. “So now that he’s here, can we sign the rest of the papers?” She looked around. “Wait, where is Kellie?”

      “Kellie!” Sean called, concerned.

      “I’ll get her,” Lori said, realizing she knew where she went. She grabbed Nikki’s hand, and the two quickly abandoned Sean and the flustered Realtor.

      “You inherited this place?” Nikki asked, her eyes wide as they walked back through the foyer to the main staircase.

      “Crazy, isn’t it?”

      Lori couldn’t help but feel pride as she watched Nikki drink in the details of the house with an appreciation similar to her own. Someday, she’d have to talk to her about reading the energy of old homes, too. Perhaps when her super-religious former stepmother wasn’t still looming over her.

      “Wish I had rich relatives that just appeared out of nowhere to give me a house,” Nikki snorted.

      Lori laughed. “I thought it was a scam at first.”

      “So this isn’t like those other houses you fix and flip, right? You’re actually gonna stay here?”

      Lori felt a pang of guilt. “Well, most of the homes I worked on before were in New York, by our house. This one is out here, so I’m gonna stay here until it’s done. Then I’ll sell it.” She intentionally left out how long the whole process would take.

      Thankfully, Nikki didn’t press the issue, distracted by the decorative finial that topped the end of the staircase handrail. “Aw, look at the baby angel.”

      She ran a red-fingernailed hand over the cherub, which was made of the same polished wood as the staircase, the beautiful dark wood stubbornly withstanding the test of time. “Ow.” She winced.

      Lori snatched her hand and quickly squeezed out the tiny sliver of wood. Nikki gave her a garbled thank you as she stuck the bloodied tip in her mouth.

      “There are angels carved into the marble fireplaces, too,” Lori told her. “I’ll show you once we grab your sister.”

      The steps groaned as they climbed, but Lori knew the building was sound. The wallpaper wasn’t as lucky as the staircase, its pattern lost between the missing patches. Lori couldn’t wait to strip and restore it, drenching the entire home in a moody color palette that would bring out its true Victorian splendor. She also couldn’t wait to polish the diamond-shaped glass that made up the lancet windows.

      They reached the second floor, and Nikki stopped. Lori felt it too—the energy was different here, but she couldn’t quite place it. She felt Nikki’s hand find hers—an anxious tell of hers since she was little. A cool breeze whistled through the corridor, letting her know several windows needed replacing.

      “So, how has your sister been?” Lori asked, attempting to distract Nikki. She located the second part of the split stairs and guided her up them.

      “She’s fine. She keeps asking Dad when you’re coming home.”

      “Yeah, I thought that might happen. Did he fix up her room yet, like he promised?”

      “It doesn’t matter. We’d rather live with you. Even if this house is creepy as hell.”

      Another pang of guilt stabbed Lori in the stomach. “I know. I’ll work it out with your dad…and Kellie’s mom.”

      “Hi, I’m up here!” Kellie’s joyful voice rang from above.

      Lori couldn’t help but smile. She knew her younger stepdaughter would fall in love with the tower. As soon as they reached the top, Kellie launched her little body at Lori, forcing her to catch her.

      “Can this be my room? Please, please, please!” she begged as she kicked her feet, pummelling Lori’s hips with the ridiculous mismatched rainboots she always insisted on wearing.

      Lori laughed, happy to feel her in her arms. God, she missed them. “We gotta fix this whole house up first before we can even talk about that.”

      “How is this house not falling apart?” Nikki wondered out loud.

      “The builders knew what they were doing,” Lori explained. “This house is called a Carpenter Gothic, a type of Gothic Revival home. Traditional Gothic architecture used a lot of stone and iron, and though Carpenter Gothics used more wood, it kept the tradition. It’s what kept them standing, even decades later. Plus, my crazy old relatives, who I have never met before, decided to keep it from falling apart even though no one lived here. Which is weird.”

      “Weird as heck,” Kellie agreed.

      Lori set her down to admire the big, circular room. The blurry photos she had been shown did not do the tower justice. It was tall enough that it felt nestled in the treetops, a window on each side creating a panoramic view that let sunlight pour in through the branches.

      “It’s crazy someone built this place in the middle of the woods,” Nikki remarked. “In Ohio, too. It feels like a waste.”

      “Lori, why is there a lady standing out there?” Kellie interrupted, peering out the window.

      “The Realtor is probably showing your dad the conservatory,” Lori said. “Get away from those windows. I don’t know how safe they are yet.”

      “There’s a conservatory?” Nikki whistled. “No shit.”

      “It’s gonna need more love than the house. But maybe I’ll finally be able to plant things that stay alive.”

      “No, the lady is just standing there, all alone. In a dress.”

      “Lori?”

      Lori winced at the sound of Sean’s voice coming up the stairs.

      “I got her,” she called back. “Come on, girls. I gotta sign this paperwork and get the keys so that lady can get the hell out of here.”

      Nikki snorted. “She seems like a real winner.”

      The girls followed Lori down the stairs to greet the Realtor, who was standing awkwardly beside Sean, still holding a pen. Papers had been strewn out across the fireplace mantle, several inked with his name. From the look on Ms. Markle’s face, Lori guessed Sean’s charm had been a no-go. She took a moment to imagine what Ms. Markle saw. Eclectic Kellie with her rainbow barrettes, hot pink jacket, and army-print jeans; cool, calm Nikki with her freckles, glasses, and ironed cardigan sweater; anxious Lori with her ripped sweatshirt, undereye bags, and workboots.

      Sean approached her, attempting to capture her eyes as she artfully avoided his gaze.

      “Lori, look at me,” he begged in a low voice. “Are you absolutely certain you want to do this? Move all the way out here?”

      Wordlessly, she snatched the pen from his hand and began signing her name at every X. As she scribbled, the room quieted, and their presence slowly faded. It gave way to the sound of loose and swirling wind murmuring through the upper rooms. The house creaked and groaned with it, creating a somber requiem of a time long passed. She smiled inside. Finally, the house was speaking to her.

      “Come on, girls,” Sean said softly, scooping Kellie into his arms. “Let’s explore the backyard.”

      Nikki seemed hesitant to leave but followed him out the door.

      Lori signed the final page and handed the pen to Jeanne, who had been silently watching her. “Here you go,” she said cheerfully.

      “You have a beautiful family,” Jeanne said as she gathered the papers. “It’s very admirable what you’re doing. Having a Black husband and kids.”

      Lori’s face fell. “He’s my ex-husband.”

      “Oh yes. Well, you still have mixed daughters. That’s so admirable. Things have really changed since I was your age. Are they staying here with you once you fix this place up?”

      Lori’s mind drifted to a conversation she’d once had with her old college roommate.

      
        
        “I know you love Sean, but are you prepared to raise Black kids?”

        “Of course, why wouldn’t I be?” she’d asked, offended.

        “It’s different, Lori,” Lisa tried to explain, leaning her thin frame against the doorway. “You gotta protect them from more than just life stuff. You can’t forget their Blackness. Just like we can’t.” She touched her skin for emphasis. “It’s gotta stay in the back of your mind because one day, you’re gonna meet someone who’ll make sure you don’t ever forget it.”

      

      

      “They’re my stepdaughters,” Lori’s voice pushed the memory away, “so they’ll be staying with their dad until we can work out a custody arrangement. Their mothers aren’t quite in the picture.”

      “Mothers?” Jeanne clucked her tongue. “Plural? I bet they’re on drugs, aren’t they?”

      Lori’s cheeks burned with anger at the insinuation, but before she could retort, Kellie ran back into the room.

      “Lori! Did you sign it? Is it ours now? I want to buy a boat for that lake. Daddy said we can go fishing when you clean it up.”

      “I said maybe.”  Sean came in behind her. Sweat beaded his forehead.

      “There’s a lake?” Lori asked in alarm.

      “That old pond will be easy to fill,” Jeanne cut in as she opened her briefcase. “It’s half full of muck and dirt anyway.”

      “Say, I’m starving,” Sean said. “Let’s find somewhere to eat. Breakfast for dinner?”

      “That’s a great idea,” Lori cut in before he could ask her to come. “I already ate, but you can take the girls while I survey the house.”

      Sean looked disappointed behind the rim of his glasses, but in typical Sean Greene fashion, he moved right on. “Any places you can recommend, Ms. Markle?”

      “You certainly don’t want to go any place around here,” Jeanne said, shoving the stack of papers into her briefcase. “Folks out here aren’t used to out-of-towners. There’s a McDonald’s in Akron, though. It’s about a twenty-minute drive from here.”

      Nikki made a face.

      “I sure could go for some fries,” Sean said to the girls, refusing to give up his cheerful facade.

      “Can I get a Happy Meal, Daddy?”

      Nikki turned to Lori, all soft brown eyes and wistfulness. It reminded Lori of when she was little. “I want to stay here with you.”

      “It’s all super boring stuff right now,” Lori assured her. “Mainly writing out an estimate for Seth. But I’ll see you all tomorrow before you head back home. Right, Dad?”

      Sean nodded. “We’ll be here, bright and early.”

      “Okay.” Nikki wasn’t pleased, but she still gave Lori a hug. Lori felt Kellie’s little arms join hers, and she fought the rising lump in her throat. A part of her wished they could both stay, but she wasn’t going to do that to Sean. Just because they couldn’t make things work didn’t mean she would turn the girls on him.

      As easy as it would be to do.

      Lori lingered near the doorway, watching as they climbed into the Dodge minivan. “Be careful, okay?” she called, her stomach twisting with nerves. A shadow crossed the yard, and she looked up to see three vultures circling above them.

      “Right on time but in the wrong place,” Ms. Markle said beside her.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The buzzards. Every spring, they migrate to the Buzzard Roost in Hinckley. They have a big celebration every year on March 15th at the Hinckley Reservation. They call it Buzzard’s Day. You should go sometime. It’s not too far from here.”

      Lori couldn’t think of anything she’d rather do less.

      “Well, thank you again.”

      Fortunately, the relator was done with the small talk and said goodbye before climbing into her sedan. Lori watched as both cars rolled down the steep “driveway” through the woods to the main street. She waited until she could no longer see them before taking a deep breath, anticipating the blissful quiet.

      In the distance, she heard an animal’s rebellious shriek.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          Ada, 1910

        

      

    

    
      Though autumn had come and gone, snow had yet to arrive, and all Ada could see out her window were the twisted remnants of empty trees. The faintest chirp of birds whistled in the distance, but their presence seemed like a faraway dream. She’d spent the entire journey staring out the window of Charles’s Peerless Model 27 as it roared down the winding country roads, waiting for something more than the endless procession of trunks and limbs. But it was only interrupted by fields of cornstalks, bent and stooped by winter’s chill.

      “There is nothing out here,” she finally remarked.

      Charles squeezed her hand. “We’ve nearly arrived.”

      She forced the most pleasant smile she could muster.

      The automobile lurched, breaking up a moment that, to any onlooker, would have seemed tender. But only Ada felt and saw the pressure marks he’d left behind.

      The doctors told Charles that getting his delicate new wife out of the city smog would be better for her health, and the summer home had been his quick solution. He  surmised it would be good for the children’s health as well. Though advised to wait until the spring, he ordered the entire house packed up, and within a week, they found themselves headed to the country.

      To all who listened, he insisted it was because he cared deeply for his ailing wife’s temperament, but Ada knew the truth. A third wife falling ill would prove far too difficult for society to keep quiet about. She would surely make it into the papers, just as she had when Charles first brought her to Cleveland from New York, and Charles simply could not abide by any slanderous gossip. He needed to amend their predicament so he could continue his business affairs without interruption or scrutiny. The abandoned summer cottage he had built for his first wife seemed the perfect solution. Deep in the valley, it was close to the paper mill and company town he owned, but far enough from the city to keep any unpleasant talk at bay.

      The sound of rushing water pulled Ada’s attention away, and she found herself relieved to see something besides dead cornfields and woods. Standing right before them was a grand mill and smokestack, the words HAITE BAG COMPANY loudly displayed on its side. A newly constructed covered bridge took them over the nearby river, and soon, Haite Towne came into view. Though most labored in the mill, a few women and children strolled the dusty streets, stopping to stare at the procession of automobiles as they rolled by. Their piercing stares made Ada wonder if they gossiped about her here like they did in the city.

      She had seen pictures of country towns but never witnessed them up close. Everything in the country smelled different. A lingering, sickly sweet aroma laced with the sharp bite of horse manure. Though the town was modern enough to include a modest train station, it seemed so small compared to what she knew. There was a general store, a hotel, and even a place for petrol, though she had her doubts that many cars made their way through. Down a road to the left, dozens of houses had been arranged in neat little rows, built to house the factory workers and their families. It all felt so strange, an entire town owned by the man beside her.

      “It’s just up a bit further,” Charles said as the motor car continued to pull them upward.

      Ada peeked out his window to see the shadowy outline of a residence through the trees perched high atop the hill. Though obscured by dead forest, she could tell it was much larger than she’d expected. She should have known better; it had been built by Charles Haite, after all. If there was one thing she’d learned over the last years of marriage, it was that her husband spared no expense.

      After a few more moments of being uncomfortably hauled upwards, the motor car sputtered and stopped at the entrance. At its mouth, a stone marker had been laid, etched with bold capital letters: HAITE HILL. After a pause, the automobile jerked them again as it began to move even higher upward, now winding them through the empty trees.

      “It is a hill upon a hill,” Charles said. “Which is why I brought Peerless and the Packard. No typical motor car can make it up these hills.”

      “Why make the house so difficult to reach?” Ada wondered aloud.

      “For privacy, of course. The late Mrs. Haite wanted to ensure we’d be properly separated from the town.”

      Ada did not respond.

      The moment the woods spat them out, they came up to an iron gate flanked by pillars made of oddly shaped stones. The same kind of mismatched stone had been used to construct a beautiful but abandoned carriage house covered in dead ivy. Three vultures were perched atop it, staring at Ada with cold, black eyes.

      “I will have that converted into a modern garage, of course,” Charles informed her. “You’ll be permitted a car and driver for simple errands in town.”

      At last, the house came into view.

      It took Ada a moment to comprehend what she was seeing, for what stood before her was no simple summer cottage. It was an outlandish manor, dreadfully out of place in the middle of the woods. Stretching two and a half stories high, it cut past the treetops and into the sky with severely pitched gables lined with lacy bargeboards. Lancet windows boasted diamond glass panes that stubbornly refused to reflect the light of the setting sun, while thick moss coated its roof. Dead plant growth crawled up the west elevation, reaching around to grip a protruding tower.

      The back of the house boasted more of the veranda, as well as an abandoned conservatory and what appeared to be a murky, overgrown lake. Ada’s eyes lingered on an old row boat that hung limply at the side of a dilapidated dock, and she wondered if it, or the boat house nearby, had ever been used. She couldn’t help herself. “Is this place even suitable for living?”

      Charles chuckled humorlessly. “The grounds do need proper maintenance. I will be sure to take care of that in the warmer months. I had the home cleaned and new furniture put in. More of it will arrive tomorrow. Soon, it will feel just as proper as the city house.”

      Ada forced a smile.

      The Peerless finally rolled to a stop at the front of the house, next to the veranda. Though sprawling, Ada noticed the paint was peeling away from the wood like snail shells. The driver exited to open the door and, after Charles withdrew, left an arm up to assist her. Ada managed to exit the narrow automobile door without disturbing the wide rim of her motoring hat and was immediately startled by a loud swooshing sound. She looked up to see that the vultures had abandoned their perch for a dead tree beside the house. Wingspans fully spread, they looked like hideous gargoyles watching her. Waiting.

      She frowned, composed herself, and hurried away from their gaze.

      The second motor car door opened, and out popped young Josephine. With her usual disregard for ladylike behavior, she marched right up to Charles with a scowl, her dark hair and ribbons fluttering in the wind. “I still do not understand why I must live here with her.”

      Charles scowled. “We have been over this many times, Josephine. Ms. Ada is your stepmother and will look after you until you are ready for finishing school. You have already suffered enough without the guidance of a proper mother. Besides, who else will help Mrs. Bessler care for Baby Margaret if you are not here?”

      He gestured back toward the children’s nanny, who clambered out of the automobile with Charles’s four-year-old daughter. The sleepy toddler cried the instant her feet hit the ground. Josephine hurried over, snatching her hand out of the nanny’s.

      “Come now, Maggie,” she soothed her baby sister. “Don’t cry until you see the beautiful house Father built for my real mother. It’s a pity we must live in it with his horrible new wife.”

      Ada felt nothing at her words. Though it had been several years since their wedding, Josephine’s disdain toward her remained steady throughout. Ada had simply learned to accept it; there was no love to be found inside her husband, why would his children be any different?  A part of her longed for the opportunity to be the mother she herself never had, but she would not force a warmth that did not exist.

      “Mrs. Bessler,” Charles scolded. “You must keep her under control.”

      “Better, sir,” the old nanny said, furiously nodding. She spoke little English as it was, and by the looks she frequently threw at Ada, she despised her as much as the children did. The old woman took both girls’ hands with a firm grip and marched them into the house.

      The wind picked up around them, and Ada watched a few droplets of rain dampen the sleeve of her motoring coat.

      “Come,” Charles commanded.

      At the front door stood a tall man with a thick, dark mustache. He looked too young to be a butler, his skin freckled by the sun and marred by a crooked scar running down the left side of his face. His butler’s costume seemed too formal for the countryside, but a young, overdressed butler seemed to fit with the outlandishness of the household just fine.

      “This is Mr. Garvey,” Charles introduced. “He came highly recommended by the Ashtons. You recall the Ashtons from our wedding?”

      Ada nodded, though she didn’t remember anyone.

      “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Haite,” the butler said with a nod. She heard the trace of an Irish accent. “Can I bring you tea in the parlor? Or would you like to tour your new home first?”

      “She would love tea,” Charles spoke for her. “I will leave her in your good hands. I must attend to other matters and head back to the city before nightfall.”

      A jolt of panic coursed through Ada. She hadn’t expected to be abandoned so soon. Not before she understood the layout of the home, at least. “I thought you planned to stay with us for a spell before returning to your work.”

      His expression remained impassive. “I didn’t want to alarm you before you had a chance to see how beautiful the home was.”

      It took everything in her to calmly meet his steely gaze. “Of course,” she said. “After everything that has happened, it is quite reasonable that you wouldn’t want to cause any alarm.”

      “Precisely.” He smiled, but there was no warmth in the expression. “Business must always come first.”

      “I will make sure she gets acclimated, sir,” Garvey gently broke in. “Mrs. Haite has a full list of maids to interview tomorrow. Once that is settled, I’m sure she will feel right at home here at Haite Hill.”

      I haven’t felt at home since my mother died, she thought.

      The front door revealed a hallway too small for the cherubic sculptures that jutted out from its walls. Ada immediately grew ill at ease; the house smelled stale, earthy, and unkempt. Foreign. Her heels tapped across dusty wood floors as they entered the foyer, and when she looked up, an involuntary gasp escaped her chest. The ceilings seemed cathedral high, painted over with a heavenly version of the Madonna and Child, surrounded by swirling clouds, each haloed in soft gold. The artist failed to capture any warmth in her eyes, however, and the hovering image provided anything but a comforting expression of maternal love. Ada shivered, for her eyes were not unlike those of the vultures who greeted her.

      “My late wife is responsible for the decor,” Charles explained. “I’m sure you’ll come to love it as she did.”

      Ada shivered again as the drivers brought her luggage through the front door.

      “Have all her things put in the master bedroom,” Charles instructed them before turning to her. “There is a parlor to my left, beyond the stairwell. The room to the right was intended to be a study, which you would do well to avoid, as it is in complete disarray. You’ll find all the bedrooms on the second floor and a nursery on the third. Avoid the tower; it is in need of repair.” He swiftly kissed her on the cheek, then stepped back, his hateful eyes lingering on her face. “Be well, my dear.”

      Ada swallowed. “I shall.”

      Then, he was gone in a flash of wool, leaving her trembling in the foyer.

      “Your tea is ready, Mrs. Haite,” a deep voice rumbled beside her.

      Ada turned to see Garvey gesturing her forward. She forced her body to be still, unwilling to let him witness any weakness.

      “Let me show you to the parlor.”

      She gave a quiet, curt nod.

      The grand parlor at the back of the house had apparently been fully furnished before their arrival, and Ada neatly settled onto the upholstered loveseat. The wallpaper displayed a green bold enough to rival the outside of the home, and if she stared long enough, the decorative flourishes became silhouettes of women posing amongst the flowers. She forced her gaze away to gently remove her hat and gloves, setting them both on the table before her.

      Garvey brought in a tray holding a teapot and cup, which he poured before offering it with a mustachioed smile. Besides the curiosity of his age and attire, his presence should have been soothing for her—someone there to care for her and protect her and the home. But Ada knew better. Beyond all the pleasantries, his olive eyes were sharp and watchful. He’d been positioned there as a spy for Charles.

      She watched him move about the room, stoking each fireplace to build their  flames. Charles had no shortage of personal footmen working various jobs for him in the city; apparently, he had found one who didn’t mind moving to the country and dressing the part. Ada took a sip from her teacup and winced at the bitterness. A butler, indeed.

      “Mr. Haite tells me you’re from New York City,” Garvey said.

      “Yes,” Ada said carefully. “My family is originally from Norway.”

      “Ah, that explains the light eyes and hair.”

      Warmth crept into her cheeks. She did not care for his familiarity one bit. “Thank you for the tea. You are dismissed.”

      He seemed startled by her curtness but quickly composed himself. “I will take the rest of your luggage to your room. Please ring me at your leisure.”

      Ada nodded and watched him leave. Alone at last, she took a deep, calming breath. It was not Charles’s departure that unsettled her; she enjoyed every moment spared of his authoritarian presence. It was what this place represented. Like her marriage to Charles, it was another prison, this time in an unfamiliar countryside, far from anyone Ada had ever known. She felt alone again, the sick, creeping reality that she must care for herself, just like she felt when consumption finished off the last of her family, taking her wealth and her choices along with them.

      The fireplace popped, and Ada set her now cold tea back on the table. Though she’d just been shivering in the foyer, she felt a sudden rush of unpleasant warmth. It took her quickly—an awful, suffocating sensation that threatened to squeeze away her breath. She needed to flee. Now.

      She scrambled to her feet, noticing the door that opened to the back of the house. She bolted for it—Garvey’s suspicions be damned.

      The smack of frigid air instantly soothed her as the house spat her out onto the veranda and down the steps. Above, the cobalt clouds had snuffed out any lingering bit of sun and now let loose a smattering of rain. She felt her hair grow damp, but she marched toward the lake unaffected, her boots sinking into the dampened earth with every step. Memories of what brought her there threatened to surface, but she pushed them down, focusing instead on the murky water that soon stretched out before her. She watched the placid surface devolve into an expanse of shivers, trembling with each tiny droplet like pinpricks on skin. The overwhelming urge to dive in gripped her, and she imagined being pulled to the bottom by unseen fingers, releasing her from this life and all that went with it.

      This behavior will get you put away. You must not let them see you.

      The rippling water shifted to reveal what looked like tiny faces under the surface. They stared at her with the same longing she felt for death, all soft eyes and sad, open mouths. They were children trapped in the lake, like the cherubs trapped in the walls, calling her to join them. Ada took a deep breath and forced herself to look away.

      They will lock you up, Ada. None of this is real.

      She gathered her skirts up and away from the developing mud and headed back toward the house. Her life had never been easy—from her mother’s death, to the journey over the ocean to a new country, to the moment she watched her sister and father waste away before her—this was just another trial for her to endure. And endure it she would.

      A new determination settled over her, but not before a flash of movement caught her eye. She looked up to see a girl staring down at her from the tower. Alarmed that Josephine was so close to the window, Ada quickened her steps, hurrying back into the house.

      Garvey stood waiting at the bottom of the veranda, visibly bewildered.

      She ignored him, flying up the steps and through the open door, ready to call for Mrs. Bessler, but was immediately greeted by both children and the nanny. They were waiting for her in the parlor she’d just fled moments prior.

      Confused, Ada opened her mouth to speak, but Josephine interrupted her attempt. “Father has locked the door to the tower, and we cannot get in. I’ll need you to find me the skeleton key.”

    




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/q--c-logo-16-2.jpg
8

Crow






OEBPS/images/aoh.jpg







