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​Part One – The Sisters

​Chapter 1: The Sighting 
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The weather was changing. Overcast skies, the wind brisk as she made her way down to the Wittenberg Platz U-Bahn in Berlin. Annie scanned the parade of bizarre headgear on the platform—masks and filters one needs to survive the plague-ridden air—plumes of colors like an exotic bird sanctuary in blues, bright pinks, chartreuse, vivid reds. Anything to cut the grey of the day and a sense of despair as the newest lockdown had been announced that morning. Curfew was a mere 30 minutes away. 

Slightly past middle age, Annie had auburn hair fading to white and green eyes visible above a surgical white FFP2 mask. She was on the shorter side of medium height and wore practical, almost nondescript clothing, but was particular about her choice of shoes. Today, she wore a pair of black, thick-soled lace-up boots, strong and invincible; a muted blue shawl draped her shoulders. She felt cloaked in age-invisibility. At first, it had come as a shock that she had reached this stage in life where people looked through or just past her, their glances barely bouncing off. Now she relished anonymity. 

There is a chic, casual edginess to the fashion in Berlin—lots of dark heavy boots with splashes of creativity in hats and scarves and now masks. Not many spike heels in this walking city—no click-clack, more stomp-stomp energy. The platform held a mix of young hip and angry to the sad loneliness found in any big city. One poor soul on the opposite platform listed toward a bench, a keening howl emerging from his entire body before he sat listlessly. He wore a tattered dingy-grey overcoat, shoes but no socks. As the pandemics wore on, bright spots of joy were harder to find. 

The world had changed, it seemed almost overnight, although the major changes had taken place in the span of four years. Now, 10 years later, the planet was on the brink. A new normal had emerged. Pandemic after pandemic moving societies from lockdown to lockdown. It had become routine—curfews, lockdown, vaccinations, and repeat. Violent typhoons, tornadoes, hurricanes, fire, and dust storms were being felt across the globe. Nature, in all its forms, was taking a course correction trying to reach a new equilibrium—or to slowly die out. It was unclear which way it would go. Between lockdowns, life was lived with abandon. 

Annie had a feeling she was being watched. 

As she looked around, she noticed a woman not wearing a mask and was shocked. Wearing a mask was like putting on underwear or a pair of shoes, a warm coat on a cold day. The days of mask protests were long gone as the death toll mounted with the first of the last three pandemics racing across the globe impacting everyone’s lives. The norm was masks, air filtration systems, app warning trackers, and hostility for those not following the rules. So, she stood out. 

She was dressed in a retro-style Fifties coat—maroon with a rounded collar, large black buttons—a fur-trimmed hat, black pumps carrying a snap purse hooked on her arm. She was staring at Annie. Annie glared back. 

A doc martin-clad youth, black leggings, camouflage mask, and a hood walked along the platform and right through this woman who misted and then reformed. She remained, staring at Annie, pointing to a placard on the wall. Annie turned around to see if anyone else had noticed this middle-aged retro’s disappearing act. Everyone was tuned in to their music or staring into space waiting for the train to arrive. Annie looked back, and the woman had disappeared. 

“Great,” she muttered to herself, “just what I need—a psychotic episode.” 

Weird things had been happening lately. Every night, she was having intense mystery dreams filled with urgency and high stakes in the old family home in Maine. The kind of dreams where you wake with a start, your heart pounding with the hazy plot just out of grasp. Sleep came in fits and starts. She was beginning to wonder if it was time to go back to the couch if she could find one. Therapy and pandemics go hand in hand. Or maybe she was seeing ghosts—Berlin must be filled with them. 

Unable to resist the urge, Annie was drawn to the poster advertising a book called The Merging Divide and a reading to take place next month. “What the hell,” she muttered, realizing she had just become that older woman talking to herself in the U-Bahn. As she shook her head in dismay, she looked around to see if the retro woman was anywhere to be seen, then wiped her blurry, sleep-deprived eyes as the train whisked into the station. Shakily, she boarded and managed to make it home from the Sophie Charlotte Platz station with five minutes to spare. 
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Chapter 2: The Photo
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Annie lived with her husband of 10 years in a magnificent Berliner Alt-Bau apartment—wrought iron gate, commanding stone façade, heavy carved wooden doors. It was 150 square meters of high ceilings, classic wide-plank wooden floors, two balconies, and room to breathe. They considered themselves lucky. 

She called out to her husband as she opened the door—greeted by the bright abstract art that graced the entry way—and found him in his studio at the far end of the hallway. She watched Axel for a couple of minutes. He was immersed in a new painting—blacks, greys, and browns. “What happened to the bright blues and yellow tones?” she thought. His hair, what was left of it, had gone completely grey, although his eyes retained a blue clarity. He emanated intensity and had not even noticed her arrival. She left him without saying a word, poured herself a glass of white wine, and headed to her sanctuary at the other end of the hall. A box of family photos she had placed in the back of the wardrobe was now tipped over in the middle of the room, its contents spilling out. 

“What the...seriously?” Annie thought as she looked down. 

She gasped upon seeing the first picture she picked up from the floor. Retro U-Bahn woman looking back. The photo, a faded black and white, was of a slight, grey-haired woman with a pillbox hat and a coat with a rounded collar and large round buttons, carrying a clasp purse. She was standing in front of a vintage Chevrolet. Annie turned the photo over. On the back it read “Marie Reilly, 1962.” Marie Reilly was her grandmother. Annie had only scant memories of her—she died when Annie was five years old. She sank down into the overstuffed chair and swore she could smell cinnamon rolls baking. 

A few minutes later, she heard Axel walking down the hall, his steps deliberate and loud, a gait befitting a man of firm convictions. His strong sense of self had been instrumental in propelling him out of the refugee mindset of his parents. Having been forced to emigrate from Hungary after WWII, they believed one needed a trade, not a vocation. As a young man, he had struggled to find his way and, although he had achieved success, he was still gripping life with serious purpose. Now, retired from the top kitchens of Berlin, he was opening himself up to another side of his creativity; their place was filled with his work, potent and at times darkly whimsical with depths of color and light drawing you in.

She looked up as he appeared in the room. Her face pale and distraught holding the faded black and white photo. The room had a wall of books opposite a large portrait of her that he had painted when they first reconnected in their early 50s. It captured her wild red curls, her streaks of white framing a face now with fine lines of age. It was a bright space with vivid chartreuse walls, a manuscript on a desk facing large, almost floor-to-ceiling windows, and French doors that opened onto a small balcony overlooking the street. Ordinarily, it was kept tidy; now, it looked like it had been ransacked, books having tumbled to the floor and the box of photos tipped over with pictures scattered on the blue-toned dhurrie rug. 

Annie could see concern and distress on his face. Great, she thought, now comes the mental health lecture. Every time something seemed off with her, he made it known it was always her fault—not taking vitamins, not exercising, not going out in the cold with wet hair, not sleeping regularly, not having a calming tea before bed, not listening to his preferred meditation tapes. There was a long list of what she had not done. Perhaps this time, a lecture was warranted. 

Annie hesitantly shared her story while he listened skeptically. As he responded with his suggestions—beginning with more walks for fresh air—she covered her ears. Why is it, she thought, that the Germans always think fresh air is the cure all (frische Luft schnappen).  

“Something has to be done,” Axel declared. “Clearly, you need help!”  

Together, they shelved the books, putting the box of photos back in the closet, shutting the wardrobe door. It had been an unpleasant, uncomfortable, and disturbing evening. 

The next morning, Annie opened her eyes hoping it had all been a dream brought on by one too many glasses of wine. True to form, Axel was already planning to make an appointment with a therapist—after all, sane people do not ordinarily see their dead grandmothers materializing on the U-Bahn platform. 

She wandered into the kitchen in search of coffee and found him reading the newspaper. The headlines shared the well-worn routine—strict lockdown measures would continue for two weeks as vaccine boosters were organized. Wildfires were burning in Australia, chunks of glacier the size of Rhode Island had broken off in Greenland, and a sea of electrically charged particles were swirling like a hurricane in the high atmosphere over the North Pole. Quite interestingly, there had been such an explosion of ghost sightings that a university study was being commissioned. 

After the night before, Annie was in no mood for a discussion of current events. She poured herself a coffee, headed back to her study, and shrieked. The box of photos was strewn across the floor once again. The picture of her grandmother sat on top of the pile. Axel came rushing in. They looked at each other in disbelief. 

“Well,” he said, “I guess you are not going crazy after all. Tell me again, exactly what did you see in the U-Bahn?”

They left the study, taking only the photo of Marie Reilly. Back in the kitchen, the balcony door open with a fresh breeze fluttering in with the faintest hint of cinnamon, Annie said, “Well, I think I need a psychic, not a psychologist.”. 

“Let’s go take a good look at this box,” Axel replied, looking pale.

It had arrived two weeks before, a battered, cardboard affair covered with stamps and customs forms. Annie had paid 40 Euros in fees at the post office to pick it up, lugging it home in the basket of her bike. She had a good idea who had sent it, the postmark was Rockland, Maine. Her reclusive father, Ralph, had died two months before—with a new pandemic raging, she could not attend the funeral. In fact, none of the three sisters had managed to go—Jeanne in California, and Mary, at the time, in Nepal. Their father had played a major role in their lives by way of his studious absence. After their mother had died, that dark and strange night, he let it be known that they were on their own. 

With some trepidation, Annie had opened the box when she got it home. In it, she saw a mix of photos with no order or reason—some in frames, but most clearly tossed into the box in haste. Whiffs of her childhood came washing over her—crisp fall days, that dank, musty, and mostly locked library door. 

The photos were all from the family house in Maine. Annie with her sisters, playing in the backyard. Her mother in a rare moment of serenity, sipping coffee sitting in the blue Adirondack chair on the back patio, eyes gazing out at some unknown landscape. Whenever Annie thought of her early childhood, it was a kaleidoscope of images and emotions—moments of pure bliss running through the fields with her sisters or locked in the warm embrace of their parents, to those dark and cold days when they were left to their own devices, mostly forgotten. 

Sarah, her mother, had been the driving force in the family. Quick witted, lively, and at times wildly creative. From an early age, she had instilled a sense of joy and adventure into her daughters’ lives. Whether sunbathing at the beach or dancing the jitter bug in the living room, it was a household that was always in motion. Annie recalled one afternoon when things started to change. She had come into the house from the back garden looking for a snack. Her mother was sitting at the kitchen table, her face pale, her hands shaking as she cradled a cup of tea. “Mom?” said Annie. Sarah barely glanced at her daughter before abruptly getting up and going into the library, shutting the door behind her. Annie remembered feeling a sense of dread. 

The house, an old Victorian built in the late 1800s, set back behind a high wooden fence and overgrown garden, was itself a character in this story. Even then, somewhat in disrepair, it was a combination of form and chaos—a warren of rooms within rooms from the attic dormer lookout to the damp, musty basement. The house had been in the family for three generations, their mother having inherited it from her aunt. They had moved into the house when the girls ranged from 7 to 10, leaving their suburban Connecticut home behind. The first few years were wonderful! Their father commandeered the high dormer room for his study and retreated there contentedly to work on his latest thriller. Their mother, having given up her job in marketing, bloomed as a stay-at-home parent, active in the community and ever present in the lives of her daughters. 

Annie remembered the first moment she laid eyes on the house—aged grey shingles, the wraparound porch with a two-person swing swaying in the breeze. It had been a bright, warm summer day. The ornate wooden door with etched glass panels stood open and inviting, enticing the girls to run and explore. A long corridor ran off the dark wood-paneled entryway to the back kitchen. Formal wooden stairs with ornate balusters and a deep red oriental runner curved up to the second floor. To the right, they discovered a formal living room with tray ceilings and a marble fireplace, inlaid wooden floors and dark burgundy walls. To the left, a library and music room with an upright piano by a window, bookcases, and an ornate antique desk at the far end. Further down the hall on the left, they found a traditional dining room whose crystal chandelier was hanging over a polished, heavy-set mahogany table. 

Accessible via a rickety set of stairs, the pitched attic was divided by two large dormers; one side was renovated to serve as Ralph’s study, the other half unfinished and filled with trucks and boxes waiting to be explored. 

The photos had initially reflected those early lovely times, but also included ones of their mother looking pinched and wane as she succumbed to some internal battle. Their father looked distant and fearful. It was hard to remember when things changed. It had been subtle and perplexing. Their mother took over the library. She would spend hours and hours poring over books and manuscripts she found on the shelves. She moved a large-battered truck from the attic into the room and began to lock the door when she left. She stopped dancing.

As teenagers, the girls were left on their own with both parents sequestered in different parts of the house, divided. Although close in age, it felt as if they had sprung from different gene pools. Jeanne, the eldest, pining for a life on the stage, for the approval of her father, so as you can imagine dramatic; Mary, the troublemaker who had already found the darker elements of their small town. And Annie, a dreamer lost in her own world, her nose always in a book. They spent little time together and had their own sets of friends. Once grown, aside from an occasional holiday card and a couple of chance meetings, their contact had been minimal over the years.

Annie had put the box in the back of her closet. Apparently, it did not want to stay there.

Axel and Annie cleared off her desk and began to sort through the photos. They captured her 10 years in the house—good times and then later. In addition, there were a few old, faded photos of the family matriarchs—her disappearing grandmother; her Great Aunt Molly, a stern looking woman in an old-fashioned dress; her parents when they were young and happy. And the house, always the house. Once again, the smell of cinnamon wafted through the room. At the bottom of the box hidden in one of the folds was a letter addressed to Annie. It bore the letterhead of a law firm in Rockland, Maine. 

Dear Ms. Annie LeBlanc,

I am managing the estate of your late father. In your mother’s will it was specified that this box of photos be sent to you immediately upon the death of your father. Similar boxes, packed by your mother, have been sent to your two sisters. You will be required to travel to Rockland to attend the official reading of the will. Please note that there is a substantial estate. 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours sincerely,

Arthur Stone, Esq.

They sat down in the two overstuffed chairs and looked at each other. Somehow allowing the photos room to air had also released a heavy energy. They both felt a presence, a benign weight that filled the room, the scents of decay; damp and exotic spices filled their senses. All noises from the street ceased as they were engulfed in a timeless moment. The loud hush and buzz of the air. Suddenly it stopped. They could hear the cars going by on the street below, a dog barking. 

“I know you are not close,” said Axel, “but I think it is time to call your sisters. It seems your history has come back to haunt you.” Well, he was always one to state the obvious.

Annie shuddered as she felt a pair of frail hands on her shoulders. 
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Chapter 3: Jeanne
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Jeanne looked over at Great Aunt Molly, almost transparent, sitting in the chair in the corner of her study. She had popped out along with the box of pictures from Rockland. Jeanne hadn’t felt her presence in many years. Why now? Why is she back? She had buried this part of her life, she thought...for good. But there she was as if no time had elapsed. Aunt Molly had made her presence known over the years, usually during times of stress or looming decisions nodding Jeanne in the right direction, steering her away from danger. So, why now?

Jeanne had certainly developed a safe bubble in this small California town. She found a loving husband, successfully launched her daughter and founded a local theatre that allowed her creativity to flourish. Everything in her life was in its place—the house cozy, practical with no excess. As with her childhood room, every item was placed just so, down to her brush on the dresser at just the right angle. She had had no control over the chaos in her childhood house but could control this space. 

While Jeanne took her time flipping through the photos, Aunt Molly continued to sit silently in the corner of the room. She came upon a rare photo of the entire family in front of the fireplace. Her parents were in the middle, surrounded by Jeanne on one side and the two younger sisters on the other. It made for an interesting composition—the family in a decades-old photo, here in front of the painting of an ancestor. Now Jeanne wondered why she had never tried to find out more about the old matriarch. There was a family resemblance with their mother. Sarah had a wary glint in her hazel eyes that seemed to intensify year by year. Jeanne wondered if that was the beginning of the change taking place in their mother already in that first year. 

Jeanne did not want this unwelcome intrusion from her past.

She was 10 years old when they moved to the family house in Rockland. At first, she had loved it—the nooks and crannies where she and her sisters would play hide and seek. The wild garden. Even then, at the beginning, there were places in the house they avoided—certainly the cellar filled with cobwebs and dust, and always, always so cold. 

She remembered how easy it was to scare her sisters. She would come into the room they shared, donning a crazed spooky face. Without saying a word, she would slither off the side of the bed closest to the wall, staring at them, and just disappear. Annie and Mary knew what was coming but never knew from which direction. They would both squeal in terror lunging for the middle of the beds, not knowing when she would pop up and grab them. It was terrible, frightening, and endlessly exciting. 

After a couple of years, things slowly began to change. The energy in the house that had once been exciting and new became dense, as if molasses had crept up through the cracks and misted in the air. Their mother, once so carefree and spirited, withdrew into herself, spending more and more time in the library. Their father, now becoming well known for his novels, preferred his life out of the house on the road, with accolades awaiting him. When at home, he was always in his attic office, lost in an imaginary world.  

He had not paid attention; he had not been interested. 

It was around this time that she first saw her dead Great Aunt Molly in the rocking chair near the fireplace. Molly had passed just before they moved to Maine, but Jeanne remembered meeting her years before; she had seemed dried out, the skin on her face tough with hairs sprouting from her upper lip. That first day in front of the fireplace, she had sat upright, tall and stately, her eyes fixed on the painting over the mantel of the family matriarch—their great, great grandmother Anna Louise Foley. Jeanne bolted out of the room and up to her bedroom, slamming the door shut behind her as if to seal herself within a wall of safety. Her bedroom became a refuge where she played her music to shut out the increasingly loud rustling sounds of the house. Outside her bedroom, she would see things that no one else seemed to notice, except, as it turned out, their mother. She could always sense Aunt Molly nearby.

Jeanne felt a palpable sadness in the house emanating from somewhere or something other than just the Great Aunt apparition—and, more and more, a disturbingly dark presence. When she tried to tell her mother about it, she was met with a blank stare tinged with fear and was scolded for having an overactive imagination. She had taken to wearing dark, goth-like clothing. Her father, when she approached him about it, mostly waved her off, wishing to be left alone. The imagination of a teenager was to be dismissed.

Her sisters seemed equally oblivious. Annie, always sitting with her journals and books; and Mary, the youngest, retreating to the fortress she had built under the eaves across the hall from their father’s study in the attic. They seemed to fight all the time and found their friendships outside of the house. The glue that held a family together was missing. 

From the outside, they looked like a normal family. It was a charade all three sisters perpetuated. They just never invited their friends back to their home.

One afternoon when she was alone in the house, she was perhaps 15, making tea in the kitchen, Jeanne heard a loud crash from the drawing room and rushed in to find the door to the room open. Inside, two ghostly figures appeared to be shouting at each other by the fireplace. The man was barrel chested with a blotchy, red face full of rage; a vase lay shattered on the hearth. The female apparition had the hair and face of her ancestor in the painting over the mantel. 

“What gives you the right?” she shouted back. “This is my house,” Jeanne heard in her head. He raised his hand to strike. Jeanne felt like a voyeur witnessing a lovers’ quarrel. Just as they were beginning to fade, the man turned his eyes on Jeanne. He had seen her. She felt a cold darkness and nearly fainted from it. 

From that moment on, she had her guard up. She continued to feel that energy, especially when she was alone in the house. Interestingly, when she was in the house with her sisters, she felt more secure, even though their only joint activity was bustling meals together. She continued to see Great Aunt Molly.  

There was one picture of the three sisters taken in their early 20s that made Jeanne feel a slight twinge of loss. It was taken on a rare occasion when the sisters met up in New York before Mary left for Africa, one of the last times they were all together. Jeanne was in the middle staring directly into the camera as though looking through it at something else. Mary and Annie were bookends, slightly shorter; Annie had her head resting on Jeanne’s shoulder, eyes slightly closed, dreamy. Mary held her head upright and stared out with a guarded look of suspicion. All had copper red locks, with Jeanne’s cropped hair the crown, and the flowing waves of her sisters creating a cascading cape to either side. 

As she further sorted the photos, each one brought back the smells of the house, the scent of spices simmering from the kitchen, the arid sting of candles recently extinguished in the attic, the rich musk of earth from the garden. A flyer that had come unstuck from the back side of one of the photographs floated to the floor and turned out to be an advertisement for a new book called The Merging Divide. Jeanne picked it up to study it further and felt Aunt Molly’s eyes hard on her back. 

Just then, the phone rang.

“I was expecting your call,” said Jeanne, meaning ever since the photos had arrived two weeks ago. “So, how are you?”

Of course, you were, thought Annie. “Well, to be honest, things are a bit strange here in Berlin. I am experiencing some stuff I can’t explain,” said Annie. They had not spoken in a couple of years. Annie had some trepidation in even calling, let alone telling Jeanne how things were really going. She always felt a bit judged by Jeanne, and thus proceeded, as usual, on eggshells.

“What kind of stuff?” replied Jeanne. 

Jeanne listened to the tentative, then flowing words of ghosts in the U-Bahn, the photos strewn on the floor, the picture of their grandmother. She was intrigued to find out that Annie was finally seeing ghosts. 

“I’m not trying to freak you out, but our grandmother has been hovering around you since you were a kid. She used to look over your shoulder while you were reading or writing in that wing chair in the drawing room,” said Jeanne. Of course, she knew this would freak her out regardless. Oh well, thought Jeanne, I can’t help myself. 

“What?!” said Annie, “Are you joking?” Her voice pitched nearly hysterical.

“No, I am not joking. I kept telling both of you that the house was haunted, but you didn’t believe me,” Jeanne said somewhat vindicated. “At any rate, she was only there to protect you from the really crazy energy in the house.”  

Great, thought Annie. I mean what the hell??? 

Jeanne reacted to the stunned silence on the other end of the line. “Relax, she is clearly trying to get your attention. Looks like she was successful. Great Aunt Molly is sitting across from me as we speak.” 

Well, she really couldn’t help herself. 

“Have you heard from Mary lately?” asked Annie after taking several deep breaths.

“No, but I bet she calls soon. It looks like we need to plan a trip to Maine.” Although Jeanne had been cavaliere as she spoke of ghosts, she was not looking forward to confronting the past in Rockland, nor leaving the safety of her sheltered life in California.  

“I’ll send her an email and leave a message on her phone. Last I heard she was in transit from Asia,” said Annie.

“Fine. Once we find her, let’s all talk this through. It will be OK. I’ll contact the lawyer in Maine to see if he has more information.” 

“Well, I’m glad you are so calm about all of this.  I feel like I am following in Mom’s footsteps. I’m glad I called.” 

“Yeah, me too. Clearly, this is something we have to do as sisters,” Jeanne said, realizing that she meant it. She knew she couldn’t confront their past alone. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 4: Annie’s New Normal
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The next day, Annie felt a bit less panicked. She knew Jeanne claimed to have seen ghosts when they were kids, but Annie had always put that down to her sister’s flair for the dramatic. Great Aunt Molly in a rocking chair that did not rock was always hard to take seriously. Now, with Grandma Marie Reilly hanging out in her Berlin study and now that even Axel could smell her baking, it was indeed time for a head-clearing walk along the Schloßstrasse. The wide boulevard runs from Sophie Charlotte Platz from Bismarck Strasse to Spandauerdamm and into the Charlottenburg Palace. She strolled down the dirt median trimmed with grass and trees, a perfect place for playing boule. Many Berliners were out with their silver balls rolling in the dirt. 

A large bear of a man approached, walking with an oversized coat hanging from his wide bulk, listing to the side to compensate for a bad hip. He was old and had not seen a barber or a razor in a while, his grey hair grizzled and unkempt. At his side was a large, black-furred dog, itself disheveled and listing in the same fashion. And just as it was occurring to her what a perfect pair they seemed, this arthritic duo out and about vanished from the path. 

Annie looked slowly around her; as she did, several “people,” some of whom seemed to be dressed from an earlier era, similarly disappeared in an instant. What remained were the ordinary Berliners going about their business, blissfully unaware of the ghostly universe haunting Annie. If this were to become her normal, she was not certain she would ever leave her house. 

It was becoming hard to tell what was real, flesh and bone, what was an imprint from the past, and what was indeed a spirit. The day before, she had gone to the Boothaus Café on Lietzensee to enjoy a coffee and watch the swans on the lake. She had been making her way to an empty table with her sloshing cappuccino when an older man wearing a suit jacket and tie donning a worker’s cap materialized momentarily only to vanish before her. Calmly, she placed her coffee where his hand had been resting, and just as stoically watched as it appeared again waving through her cup. The old man took a sniff, smiled at her like a remnant of some past time, and dissipated into the sunshine. Unable to move, Annie just sat there for a few minutes trying to maintain her breath. 

Now on Schloßstrasse, she found a bench and closed her eyes. On opening them, the world appeared as normal as could be. She stood up, and, looking only at her plodding feet just in case, made her way home. 

By now Annie knew she needed some help. She was going to need a therapist or a straitjacket at the very least to get through this. Back home, she was an anxious wreck.  Beyond her grandmother, now all spirits were visible. This was not normal. She never wanted this. She had never seen it coming. Or maybe she had been exerting a lot of subconscious energy denying the spirits swirling around her.  

Waiting for her in the mail was a flyer for the new book she had seen advertised in the U-Bahn, The Merging Divide. Well, she thought, that must be a sign. She googled the author, Suzanne Milton, and learned she lived in Rockland, Maine. A chill shivered through her.  
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​Chapter 5: Mary
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Mary woke with a start and, initially, did not know where she was. Another dream about her mother. The dreams had started when she was still in Nepal and continued sporadically through her time in Bali. Back in the United States—a place she no longer called home, not having lived there in 30 years—the dreams were coming nightly, mostly featuring Sarah lost in a tunnel and calling out. Mary would follow the voice through a confusing maze, yet never find her. 

She sat up in the strange bed and looked around, still confused. That’s right, she thought. I’m in Santa Fe. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she made her way into the kitchen, got some coffee, found her thick Nepali shawl, and took the cup to watch the sunrise over the desert. Truth be told, she felt very alone. 

Even though she had spent her life getting as far away from her family as possible, she clearly had some unresolved issues. Her gaze turned internally as she remembered the hushed tones adults had used when discussing her mother. Mary remembered the night the men in the van had come to take Sarah away, her screeching, how she fought to resist and how her father just stood there saying nothing. She watched the scene unfold from her crouched position on the stairs looking on in disbelief. Her mother gone and her father returning nonchalantly to his attic study, slamming the door shut and sealing himself inside. She was 17. As she often did, especially after her sisters had moved away, she packed a backpack and went to her boyfriend’s house. A week later she learned her mother had died. 

She was at a crossroads again. With the global pandemics, her international career was basically over. She continued to work for her organization remotely, but, honestly, working from afar was not nearly as fulfilling or interesting. Her son had settled with his wife in Seattle, finally in one place after following Mary from country to country throughout his entire childhood. He was happy. She was not; she was lost. Her Buddhist meditation practice seemed to be failing her as she tossed and turned night after night. 

Mary had lost direction; she had lost purpose. She knew that living in Santa Fe was temporary—– a place to get her footing in the new chapter to figure out a new purpose. Purpose had saved her time and again as she moved from country to country setting up projects, being indispensable, all as her marriage began to dissolve and eventually fell apart.  Now, her skillset was no longer needed. But the career had given her everything. She had found a loving, eclectic, global family to replace her distant, family of origin. They lived all over the world; as they aged, they set up pockets of normalcy in places like South Africa and Kenya, and small towns like Santa Fe or Burlington, Vermont. 

She was staying at a friend’s house who was spending a year in Geneva. She had only arrived two weeks before and was still waking up with a start from those dreams and the smell of creosote and dry desert air. She was drinking in the scene from the patio when a package arrived, forwarded by a dear friend in Boston, who had always allowed Mary to use her place as a US mailing address. It was battered and covered with packing tape and labels. As she opened it, she could feel anxiety rising. Inside were envelopes, some tattered, some cleanly sealed—each filled with old photographs.

The photos brought back bittersweet memories. The earlier ones showed a loving family; those a bit later, the chaos that had ensued as their mother spiraled into madness. She remembered that her mother had stopped bathing and had eventually, muttering incoherently, locked herself into the family library. A group of women, including the mother of Mary’s boyfriend, had come to the house repeatedly to offer help, to rescue their mother. Their father, Ralph, invariably sent them away. It was not long after that she was taken away by those men in white coats. 

Annie and Jeanne had come back for the memorial service, at which Ralph stood stoic and resolved at Sarah’s graveside. How she died remained a mystery that no one would discuss. Mary, who had just graduated from high school, left home for good three days after the burial along with her sisters. Their father had suggested they all leave and not come back to visit. Ralph never said why, just that it would be best. Best for whom, they wondered, but not at all surprised as he had retreated from their lives years before. He had a haunted, distant look about him that did not invite connection. The three sisters, once again, scattered to their own lives. 

Mary fingered the picture of the three of them taken in New York a couple of years later. They looked like they belonged together; yet, somehow after that, they rarely saw each other and never together at once. 

Mary held a photo of herself, with her mother sitting in the backyard of the house on Limerock Road. Sarah had a glass of wine and was looking into the distance, not even noticing her daughter trying to get her attention. Also in the box of random photos was a flyer for a book by a local author in Maine. This woman had aged but looked familiar. She had been one of the women who had come to the house, turned away by their father. Well, that’s interesting, thought Mary.

Later in the day, a registered letter arrived from the estate lawyer in Rockland. The letter referenced two wills: one from their father leaving the three daughters his entire “substantial” estate. This was a surprise. Over the years, he had had nothing to do with them—attended no weddings, sent no cards for illness, not one present for the grandchildren. Mary called him once for help when she found herself jobless and struggling. He told her flatly no and not to call again. So, this was unexpected.  

The letter also referenced a second will from their mother. Apparently, the house came down to them from her estate. Their father had been allowed to live there during his lifetime, but it was not a part of his estate. There was one very odd stipulation: the three sisters had to go to Maine and live in the old house for a month. After that time, they could dispose of the property as they saw fit. 

She sat on the patio now wrapped in a wool blanket watching the sun set and realized it was time to go back to where she came from time to deal with the past. She headed into the house to reach out to her sisters. 
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Chapter 6: The Sisters

[image: ]




Annie was at home trying to focus on her latest book—a difficult proposition with her grandmother peering at her from the corner of the room. She was now a constant presence in the house. Annie had taken to wearing shawls as she brought the room temperature down 10 degrees. She was startled when the phone rang.  

“Hi, Annie,” said the voice on the other end.

“Mary?!” said Annie. “We’ve been trying to reach you! I sent an email and left a message. Where are you? Did you receive the photos...do you have strange things happening to you? How are you? And where are you?”

Mary couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m fine, in limbo in Sante Fe housesitting. I did get the photos. What do you mean strange things?” She marveled at the fact that they jumped right in—they hadn’t had any contact in at least two years.

Annie went on to explain the photos, the ghosts, her conversation with Jeanne.  

“So, do you have any strange things happening to you?” Annie asked again.

“Well, now that you mention it—I have been dreaming about Mom almost every night. She’s frightened and asking for help; I keep waking up in a sweat. It’s bringing up all those dark days before she died.” 
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