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CHAPTER ONE


The Showing


It was an odd place for a little boy’s play area.


Nestled in the back of the attic of the big old Victorian house, only the light from a hexagonal window illuminated what amounted to a passageway from the storage area in front to the rickety staircase in the rear. Clyde Jefferson had no idea why anyone would let their child play up there, but the evidence suggested it was so.


Several painted handprints adorned the patchy plaster that barely covered the slat boards of the walls. Toy guns and army men were scattered in dark corners. And maybe most disconcerting of all was the rocking horse that stood in the middle of the floor. It still rocked as Clyde passed by, lagging behind his wife Haley and their real estate agent, Connie Williams. One of them must have brushed against the toy when they walked by.


Connie was already halfway down the flight of stairs that led to the first-floor kitchen when Haley goaded her husband from the head of the stairs.


“Come on, honey, let’s get out of this attic. It creeps me out.”


“Sorry, just checking things out.” He sidestepped the horse and took his wife’s hand as she started her descent.


—


Connie was waiting for them in the kitchen below and was holding a printed MLS listing with her business card paper-clipped to it. 


“So, what did you think?” Connie asked.


“It’s a big house,” Haley said. “Probably more house than we need.”


“How many children do you have?”


Haley winced and looked at the floor.


“It’s just us,” Clyde said as he took the last step into the room. He positioned himself between his wife and the real estate agent, his protective instincts kicking into gear.


“Oh,” Connie said. “Well, you’re young. You’ll probably fill this place with children in no time.”


Clyde reached behind him for Haley’s hand and then tried to change the subject.


“So how long did you say the last family lived here?”


“Oh, the Parsons were here for more than 50 years. They were just the third owners, after the Wilsons, who built the home in the 1870s, and the Jaspers, who married into the Wilson family in the 1910s.”


“How long has the house been for sale?” Haley asked.


Connie cleared her throat and shuffled the MLS papers. Clyde could see she was uncomfortable with the question.


“Well, it was originally put on the market 18 months ago, and then Mr. Parsons’ grandson let the listing expire. This time … let’s see.” Connie fumbled through her papers again, but Clyde was sure she already knew the answer. “This time, it’s been listed for six months.”


No wonder she was nervous, Clyde thought. Every month a house set unsold meant a lower final sale price and a lower overall commission. This was good news for Haley and him.


“Interesting,” he said to Connie. “So the Parsons must have had a lot of grandchildren and maybe great grandchildren. Do you know which one of them they built that playroom for?”


“Playroom?” Connie asked. 


Haley stepped up next to her husband and gave him a curious look.


“Yes, the playroom in the back of the attic. Those toys looked pretty fresh — not much dust on them, anyway. And the painted handprints were kind of creepy but cute, I guess.”


“What are you talking about, Clyde?” Haley asked. “The dust was so thick up there I could barely breathe.”


Connie was eyeing Clyde like he had two heads. 


“Oh, no,” she said. “That’s not a playroom. My understanding is that Mr. Parsons used that as a workshop when his children were young and then turned it into a hobby room once he had grandchildren. He was an accomplished model train enthusiast, and he and the grandchildren would spend hours up there building towns and making the locomotives go. That room hasn’t been used in at least 30 years, though, from what the Parsons have told me. There may be a couple of leftover train pieces in the corners, but that’s about it.”


“But what about the toy guns and army men? What about the rocking horse? One of you must have touched it as you went through—it was rocking back and forth.”


Both women studied Clyde’s face for a moment, then Haley snickered. She gave his chest a gentle push and rolled her eyes.


“Ah, you’ll have to forgive my husband, Connie,” Haley said. “He’s always trying to pull my leg, and it looks like he got both of us this time.”


Connie looked unsure but nodded and smiled. “Well, he must keep you hopping, then. What a vivid imagination. Who in their right mind would build a child’s play room in that attic?”


The women laughed, and Clyde smiled weakly. He could have been wrong, he guessed, though he didn’t think he was. It didn’t really matter.


“Ready to make an offer?” Connie smiled, and this time her face was radiant.


Clyde and Haley looked at each other, trying to talk through their eyes. 


“Um,” Clyde said. “I think we need to talk it over for awhile. And I’d like to take a closer look at the grounds. Would you mind if we walk around outside?”


“Sure, that’s fine,” Connie said. “I’ll tell you what: you go ahead on out, and I’ll lock up here. I need to be in town in ten minutes, but feel free to look around outside all you want.”


“Sounds great,” Haley said. “And then we’ll call you when we know what we want to do.”


“That’s fine,” Connie said again, handing the MLS listing and her card to Haley. “Just don’t wait too long because this is a great place. I’d hate to see it get sold out from under you.”


Clyde, who was looking through the window of the back door, rolled his eyes.


“Yeah, that would be rough,” he said.


Haley caught the sarcasm in her husband’s voice and elbowed him in the ribs. 


“Thanks, Connie. We’ll let you know.”


“Toodles!” Connie called, as she disappeared into the next room to turn off the lights.


—


The sun had just slid behind the row of pine trees that lined the Parsons property to the west when Clyde leaned up against the side of the old red barn to the north of the house. He grabbed his wife’s hand and kissed it, then grinned at her.


“What do you think?” she asked, though she already knew the answer.


“Are you kidding? It’s perfect!” 


Haley looked off toward the sunset, Clyde tugged at her hand.


“What’s the matter? Don’t you like it?” he asked, smile sliding from his face.


She didn’t turn toward him. “It has everything we want,” she said.


“But …,” Clyde prodded.


“But nothing, Clyde,” Haley said, turning toward him now. “It’s got everything we want. A big, old house, lots of land, a barn where we can have horses. And it’s pretty close to work for both of us.”


Her voice was flat, despite the praise she gave to the property.


“Look, Haley,” Clyde said, “I know you well enough by now to know when you’re not telling me the whole truth. What is it about this place that you’re not sure about?”


She exhaled. “Oh, I don’t know. I guess it’s because it’s a lot of money, and we only just moved back here.”


Clyde nodded. “Yeah, it would be the most expensive monthly house payment either one of us has ever made, but you heard Connie. This place has been on the market for a long time. I’m pretty sure we can get it for a lot less than the listing price.”


“Probably.”


It wasn’t like Haley to be so reticent, and Clyde was starting to worry for his wife. “There’s something else, isn’t there, Haley? Please … just tell me. I don’t want to buy a house that you’re not in love with, and I don’t want you to feel like you have to go along to get along. We’re partners, right?”


He pulled her close and drew her face toward his, but instead of kissing her, he slipped a hand around her waist and tickled her, hard, under the armpit. Haley burst out laughing and tried to spin away from her husband, but he held tight to her hand. 


“Tickle monster’s gonna get you again unless you tell him what’s wrong,” he said in a voice that was midway between Cookie Monster and Pee Wee Herman.


“OK! OK!” Haley shouted, holding her free hand out in a defensive posture. “Fine, fine! I’ll talk.”


Clyde took a deep breath and pulled her close again. “That’s more like it.” He pecked her on the lips. “So get to talking.”


Haley frowned, and tears welled in her eyes. “I don’t know … don’t you think this place is too big? You know, for just the two of us.”


Clyde felt like a heel. He didn’t know why he hadn’t seen it before.


“Haley, it’s not going to be just the two of us forever. I promise. We had a setback, a terrible thing that happened to us, but we’ll get through it. And when we do, we’re going to need a place to raise our family.”


She sniffled and nuzzled into his neck. “You think so?”


“Of course! And we’re going to need a BIG place. Ten kids, seven dogs, four horses, 17 cats, 12 pygmy goats, and a husband need plenty of room!”


“Pygmy goats! We never talked about pygmy goats!”


“Would you believe alpacas, then?”


“Ugh! What am I going to do with you?”


Clyde raised his eyebrows up and down, and squinted at his wife. “I can think of a few things. But we’re going to have to move out of my parents’ basement first!”


“Alright! Alright!” Haley pushed herself to arm’s length from Clyde and stared into his eyes. The last remnants of tears ran down her cheek, but she was beaming. “The truth is, I think this place is a little bit creepy, but otherwise, I love it.”


“Creepy? How so?” 


Other than the dingy attic and the dank basement, Clyde thought the house gave off a cheery vibe. With ornate fretwork adorning high peaks and long porches outside, and fancy, even gaudy woodwork throughout the interior, the home had clearly been built by someone with some scratch. It was a great example of Eastlake architecture, which was unusual to find in small, rural towns and even more rare as the centerpiece of an honest-to-goodness homestead.


That the Wilsons had been wealthy farmers made the house feel like a well-deserved reward to Clyde, their labors mirroring those of his own hardworking parents. 


“I don’t know, it’s just a feeling,” Haley said. “Probably just because it’s so old and has been empty for awhile. With a little TLC, it will be warm and, even better, it will be ours.”


“You sure? I don’t want you to have any regrets.”


Haley smiled and nodded. “I’m sure. No regrets.”


Clyde kissed her, for real this time, and wrapped her in a bear hug. They broke their embrace and walked back toward the house, and their car.


“You know, though, that episode in the attic was kinda strange,” Haley said. 


The attic had been on Clyde’s mind, too.


“You really didn’t see any toys? No rocking horse?”


“No, Clyde,” Haley said. “There was nothing up there but piles of dust.”


“What about the handprints on the wall?”


“The painted ones?” she asked.


Clyde’s face brightened. “Yes!”


“Nope, didn’t see those, either,” Haley said with a grin.


Clyde’s expression dropped. “That’s not funny, Haley.”


“Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Sensitive.”


He shook his head. “I just don’t get it.”


He stopped 20 feet from the back of the house and looked up the tall, sheer wall that ended in a peak just above the attic window. In the slanted orange light of sunset, he could just make out the lattice and the faded curtain beyond. The room looked completely lifeless from that vantage point.


“I guess the light was just playing tricks with me,” he said.


“Yes, that was probably it,” Haley said. She squeezed his hand. “Ready to get out of here and get a bite to eat?”


“You bet. And when our bellies are full, we’ll call Connie and tell her the good news.”


They walked the rest of the way to their truck and climbed in. Clyde fired up the engine, swung the vehicle around the circular driveway, and headed for the road, more confident about the future than he’d been in a long time. 


Haley squeezed her husband’s hand and turned on the radio. “Sweet Child of Mine” was playing, and the Jeffersons smiled at each other.


Neither one of them bothered to look back. If they had, they might have seen the curtain in the front upstairs window pull to the side and then flutter shut.



CHAPTER TWO


Move-in Day


Outside, it was a bright Saturday morning in early summer, but inside the far reaches of the Parsons house, it was musty and dingy.


Clyde shined his huge cop’s flashlight into the dark corners of the attic and splashed its beams across the dusty floor. In one corner, there were a few pieces of discarded train track. In another were a tiny plastic tree and the frayed ends of a short electrical cord with the plug still partially attached. In the middle of the room was a mound of hobby magazines, made fuzzy by years of cobwebs and old-house dust. A moving crate set next to the magazines.


Were these the children’s toys and rocking horse that Clyde had seen when they looked at the house two weeks before? 


He played the light across the cracked and water-stained plaster walls — discolored patches that ranged in size from a fist to a face to an entire torso. Were these the “hands” he had seen in the darkness?


“Son, I’m not sure why you insisted on coming up here first, but we have a lot of work to do if you want to be moved in by this evening. And don’t forget, your mother and I have to — I mean want to — go to church in the morning. I can’t stay here all night.”


Clyde was distracted by thoughts of the disappearing play area, and his father’s voice jolted him back to the present.


“Right, right. Sorry, Dad. I just wanted to make sure we had room up here for storage. You know, for the boxes we don’t want to deal with right now. We can bring them straight up here.”


Ron Jefferson slapped a hand on his son’s shoulder. “That sounds like a lot of unnecessary work to me. Let’s get everything in, and then you can decide what needs to go where. Deal?”


“Sure, that sounds good. Thanks for all your help, Dad.”
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