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  Introduction




  


  





  Nantucket Island has just over 10,000 year-round residents—and a sizeable population of ghosts.




  The forty-four stories in this book were collected as oral history over a fifteen-year period, and originally published in two volumes: The Ghosts of Nantucket (1984) and Nantucket Hauntings (1990). These interviews are direct, unembellished accounts—experiences related to me in living rooms, on back porches, sometimes outside so as not to be heard by the house itself. In recording these tales, I tried not to believe or disbelieve, but simply to get out of the way.




  Among those who speak are a janitor, an electrician, a museum curator, two architects, a carpenter, a writer, a marine biologist, a chef, a nurse, a jeweler, several guesthouse owners, a taxi driver, a real estate agent, a teacher, a hairdresser, an antiques dealer, and a restaurant owner. The youngest is seven and the oldest ninety-three; some of their names have been changed at their request. A few are Nantucketers, most are off-Islanders, and all, interestingly enough, saw themselves as unlikely candidates for the sort of experience that happened to them.




  A plump comma of land twenty-two miles off the south shore of Cape Cod in Massachusetts, Nantucket has managed to punctuate the history of the United States in a way that is out of all proportion to its diminutive size. Seventeen miles long from east to west and three to four miles wide, the island was one of the most prosperous whaling ports in the world during the first half of the nineteenth century, and produced an impressive number of politicians, philosophers, abolitionists, suffragettes, inventors, writers, and scientists. With the collapse of the whaling industry, however, Nantucket became an impoverished, deserted outpost.




  In the early 1900s, city dwellers began to discover this tiny backwater. As a retreat from mainstream American life, Nantucket seemed too good to be true. It has seventy miles of beach, fields of berries and wildflowers, slow summers, and winding, narrow streets banked by Quaker homes. It was back on the map.




  The physical remnants of Nantucket’s bustling heyday stood unchanged; the decline of the whaling industry and the severe depression that followed had the effect of freezing almost all housing construction for more than half a century. The town, through an accident of history, has one of the most extensive and remarkably preserved collections of pre-1850 buildings in the United States. The soft, gray coloring of shingled houses dominates the landscape.




  Of the people I interviewed in gathering these stories, many did not know that paranormal disturbances are quite common on the island, and they were initially reluctant or embarrassed to speak about their experience. Most prefaced their story with a phrase like, “Well, this sounds ridiculous, but . . .” Others admitted over the phone that “certain things” had gone on in their homes, but were unwilling to talk about them.




  In listening to these accounts, I often felt like pinching myself; how could I be hearing what I was hearing? How could so many “real” ghosts be coming out of a modern community? Nantucket’s cache of well-preserved old houses must be a factor; moisture offers another explanation. The late Arthur Twitchell, a former president of the American Society for Psychical Research, had an interesting theory. He felt that the perception of an apparition was an electrical process not yet understood in scientific terms, a process possibly facilitated on Nantucket by the constant presence of water in the ground and the atmosphere. The island’s aquifer sits very close to the surface, and Nantucket’s fogs are notorious. There are coastal regions in Great Britain that are similar in climate and terrain to this island, and Twitchell pointed out that some of the communities in those areas of Great Britain also report a bumper crop of phantoms and hobgoblins.




  Nantucket has always been a difficult and isolated spot. It is also a place of great beauty. Both frustrating and moving in its limitations, it is a corner of the world that is hard to leave or forget; perhaps that is as good an explanation as any for the existence of a very real population of ghosts.




  I would like to thank all those who kindly invited me into their lives so many years ago and took the time to share the experiences that appear in this book. The privilege of listening to their stories is still with me.




  I also want to thank Lucy Bixby, whose photographs add a wonderful new dimension to these accounts. These elegant images go far beyond illustration—they truly capture something of the soul of Nantucket.




  Special thanks also go to the Nantucket Historical Association, which owns several of the properties Lucy photographed. Lucy tells me they were terrific about unlocking doors and providing access, and needed no convincing on the subject of ghosts.




  Blue Balliett




  Chicago, 2006








[image: image]




  


  


  


  





  The Abbess




  


  





  “This is about a very solid ghost. Even though it’s been—oh, Lord—almost fifty years, I’d know her if I met her today.”




  Natalie Orloff, the kind of person who manages to look active even when supine, was curled up on the sofa in her bathing suit. The house she owns with her husband, Louis, is on the Bluff, a steep cliff rising above the ocean at ’Sconset. She is a rapid and confident talker. She gestured with her cigarette toward the window, beyond which the Sankaty lighthouse loomed in the west.




  “It is that gray house across the hedge there. That’s where she’s been seen. My parents bought the house in 1923 or ’24. It had been empty during World War I, and was used by rumrunners during Prohibition. It was completely vandalized. There was a hole in the roof from a fire that someone had built in the middle of the living room. Not one piece of china or glass was intact. I was four or five when we got it, and I remember that Mother wouldn’t let me walk on the floors when we went to see it. We had to climb through a window to get in, as the front door was busted. I was in Mother’s arms, and she and Dad were ankle-deep in broken glass and garbage.




  “Mother was wild about the location, which was the reason they bought it. Dad was planning to tear down the house and build another until he found out that the basic structure was worth a hefty $8,000. As he had only paid $1,400 for the house and land, they decided to keep the original house. It was remodeled, and new wings were added.




  “Mother turned it into a beautiful, unlivable house. She had painted floors, which showed every grain of sand, and twenty-three flower vases downstairs. I remember the number because I had to change the water in them every morning.




  “My bedroom was next to Mother’s at the top of a flight of stairs. Dad’s was around the corner and down the hall. The light from Sankaty Head flooded my room at night, and when I couldn’t sleep, I counted the beams running across the ceiling. We were practically under the lighthouse, as you can see. That’s an important detail, for it meant that when I opened my bedroom door at night, the light flooded the stairwell also.




  “One night when I was seven or eight, I heard the sound of heavy footsteps on the stairs. I was in bed, and so was Mother, but we both got up and opened our doors. Dad was in his room, but I think we both wondered if it were him, and wanted to see if anything was wrong. There, coming up the stairs, was a very pleasant-looking nun with a pug nose and a round face. She must have weighed a hundred and sixty pounds if she weighed an ounce. We were both too surprised to move, but I don’t remember feeling particularly scared. She wasn’t in the least bit like a ghost, and I don’t think the thought even crossed my mind until several minutes later. She had a self-assured, friendly air. Her skirts practically brushed us as she turned the corner at the top of the stairs and started down the hall to Dad’s room. Now, Dad was simply not the kind of man you would just walk in on or startle, and at that point Mother came to her senses. She blurted out, ‘Oh, you can’t go in there!’ The nun paused before Dad’s door, gave us a warm, broad smile, and disappeared. Dad knew nothing about this whole business the next morning, and he never did see the Abbess, as we came to call her.




  “Mother began to look into the history of the house. She found out that it had been built in about 1870 by two sisters who were devout Catholics. Their name was Corbett. They were very close, and when one of them died, around 1900, the other left Nantucket and loaned the house to a Boston convent as a retreat. The nuns had the property up until the First World War, when travel costs and supply shortages probably made the house too expensive to use. Some of the islanders my mother talked to said that they remembered seeing nuns down on the beach at ’Sconset. I guess the nuns were considered something of an oddity. She also found out, by describing the woman we saw that night to a neighbor, that she was dressed as a mother superior.




  “I have never had the shadow of a doubt about having seen the Abbess. She had such an amiable air that it was the fact that she was a phenomenon I didn’t understand, and one that my parents obviously didn’t either, that terrified me. She looked as solid as anyone I’d ever known, and a good deal nicer than many.




  “My mother saw her on several occasions, and I saw her once more. I was twelve at the time, and had a friend staying for the night. The two of us were sleeping in the big bed in my father’s room. We woke up in the night to see the Abbess standing at the foot of the bed, smiling down at us. Predictably, we started in on preadolescent shrieks and giggles, and dove under the sheets. By the time we stuck our heads out, she was gone.




  “When I was in my teens, I would often come downstairs to find a date, who had been waiting politely in the living room, looking dazed. In fact, he would be paralyzed. The problem was usually that he had been watching objects move independently around the room. A picture would be straightened, an ashtray centered on a table, or a bouquet ruffled—and always by an unseen hand. I have to admit, when I was dropped off by my date late at night, I got very good at zooming up the stairs in no time flat. I could have made some track records. The thought of meeting the Abbess in the dark wasn’t appealing.




  “I had one more experience with the Abbess—or at least, I think it was she; I never actually saw who it was. One evening in 1947, my friend Marjorie Benchley and I were having a drink alone together in the house. We hadn’t seen each other for five or six years because of the war. We were chatting about personal things when someone came into the room and sat down on a chair. Now, we couldn’t see anything, and the cushions weren’t depressed, but there was no question about it. We both knew from looking at each other that we were feeling the same thing. We couldn’t remember anything that we really wanted to discuss, so we made ridiculous small talk for about half an hour, hoping that whoever had seemingly joined us would leave.




  “Finally, the situation became unbearable, and I said to Marj, ‘Don’t you think we need another drink?’ She came into the kitchen with me, and after a whispered consultation, we decided to go back and wait it out. We took our drinks back into the living room. Whoever had been with us was still there. About twenty minutes later, this presence got up and walked out of the room. I can’t tell you how we both knew precisely when it came and went, for I have no idea, but the closest I can get to describing that feeling is by telling you to imagine someone coming quietly into a room where you’re sitting alone reading. Before anything has been said, you know that someone is in the room. Your senses seem to be telling you that there’s another person near. It’s a familiar feeling, probably just some form of convenient animal radar.




  “That was the last experience I had with the Abbess before we sold the house in 1950. Mother had one kind of taste and I had another; I wasn’t about to run around all summer sweeping up after sandy feet. So now Louis and I have this house next door. I’d love to ask the present owners of the house whether they’ve ever seen the Abbess, but I don’t want to scare them. People have funny reactions to these things.




  “This is just an aside, but I had one other experience with a ghost on Nantucket. In 1945, I was renting a little cottage in ’Sconset called the Brig. My husband was away most of the summer, so I was alone with my five-year-old son. I would be busy doing something in the house, and would suddenly get the feeling that someone was watching me. There, outside one of the ground-floor windows, would be a sharp-faced little old lady. I saw her a number of times, always in broad daylight. She was absolutely solid. Her clothes were dark and unfamiliar to me, and she always had a bonnet on. I don’t remember if it was in the Quaker style; I just remember the bonnet strings under her chin. As soon as we would catch each other’s eyes, she would dart away, moving much faster than was humanly possible, and vanish. Something about her expression made me think of a shy person who was snooping, and I would almost feel embarrassed to ‘catch’ her looking in. I saw her inside only once. I walked into the living room in mid-afternoon, and she was sitting in a chair. Again, she was a three-dimensional, seemingly living figure, and there was nothing misty or ghostlike about her body. She gave me a quick, defiant look, then—pffft!—she disappeared. She was there one moment and simply not the next. When I looked at the empty chair, the cushions were still puffed up.




  “But that’s another experience. This island, as I’m sure you know, is loaded with ghosts. If someone like me has seen them, they have to be all over.”




  Mr. and Mrs. Julius Jensen bought the house from the Orloffs. Mr. Jensen’s mother, who is no longer alive, saw the Abbess in the early 1950s. His mother, he said, was not the kind of person to imagine things. She had been a frontier nurse, and was an exceptionally fearless character.




  Mr. Jensen’s mother had seen a large, heavy woman in a nun’s habit on the stair landing. She wasn’t able to make out the features of the face, for the head was draped with a loose, shroudlike piece of material. The figure seemed to be giving off very cold air.




  Mr. Jensen had listened with interest to his mother’s experience, but didn’t think much of it; she was getting rather old. And he had never, until his conversations with me, heard about Mrs. Orloff’s tales of the Abbess.




  Makaala and Liz Wolven spent a winter in the house in the late 1960s. They had three dogs at the time. Mrs. Wolven said that she liked the house, but that her dogs were never comfortable there. She and her husband knew nothing about the Abbess.




  The dogs refused to go into the bedroom at the head of the stairs. To conserve heat, the Wolvens generally kept the upstairs doors tightly shut, but when they would return after being out, the door and one window in this room would always be open. Mrs. Wolven said that the dogs had an infuriating number of accidents in that house, and never wanted to stay there alone.




  Mrs. Wolven mentioned that she and her husband would sometimes have the strange feeling of being watched by someone in the stairwell or in that problematic bedroom. They did their best to ignore this sensation.




  The Abbess was last seen in the early 1970s. A young couple who were renting the house looked out the window one stormy day in January to see a nun standing on the front lawn in full regalia, her habit billowing and snapping in the wind. They were puzzled at this strange sight, but when she vanished into thin air they were petrified. Not knowing what else to do, they called the police. The officer at the desk put them in touch with Nathaniel Benchley, then living year-round on Nantucket. Mr. Benchley and his wife Marjorie had spent many summers in ’Sconset, and he was able to explain the story of the house to them. Unfortunately, he was unable, years later, to remember their name.




  


  


  


  





  The Shimmering Bubble




  


  





  The 1800 House on Mill Street is located in an old section of the town. The house has no sidewalk in front, and sits, plain and stiff-backed, on a little rise a couple of feet from the macadam. It has a rough fieldstone foundation and a steep flight of stairs which rise sharply to the front door.




  The building gives off a feeling of separateness that is not welcoming. Many of Nantucket’s historic houses seem graciously openhearted in their old age, but the 1800 House just doesn’t. It is alive with the arthritic sounds of old wood; pops, ticks, and creaks are audible in every room. The building was restored by the Nantucket Historical Association in the early ’50s and is an early example of a form of construction popular on Nantucket in the first half of the nineteenth century. A central door with two equidistant windows on either side added a certain formality that the earlier lean-to houses never had. One opens the front door into a small stair hall leading into parlors on the left and on the right. The effect is like that of holding a stick in a rapid stream; the stairs shoot upward from the front hall, and the passage forks around the stairwell, meeting again in the large keeping room. The keeping room, where most of the cooking and living was once done, has five doors: one on either side of the fireplace, opening into each of the front parlors, one to a borning room on the west, one to a weaving room on the east, and one to a summer kitchen in back. The door that plays a part in this story is the parlor door on the west end of the keeping room, near the door to the borning room.




  Nineteenth-century families spent most of their winter months in the keeping room. With its large hearth and southern exposure, it must have been the warmest and most welcoming room in the house. The borning room was used for just that purpose. Not much bigger than a cubbyhole, it was easy to keep warm in the winter, and was convenient not only for giving birth but for taking care of sick children or the elderly. There are five large rooms upstairs.




  In midwinter of 1972, electrician Parker Gray was hired to install a complex alarm system in the building. The alarm system consisted of infrared and ultrasonic rays, backed up with magnetic contacts fastened onto all of the doors and windows. When the system is on, an alarm goes off in the police station if a window or door is opened, or if any solid object passes through the infrared or ultrasonic beams.




  From the time it was first activated, the alarm went off between seven and quarter to eight every Tuesday and Thursday night. Each time the police hurried to the house they found it quiet and undisturbed, with the exception of the ground-floor latch door connecting the west parlor and the keeping room. This door, which was wired with magnetic contacts, would be found open.




  As the electrician, Parker Gray was in an awkward position. By the fifth week of false alarms, the police and the Historical Association began to wonder if someone was playing an ingenious trick, or if Parker had indeed installed the alarm system properly. No one could think of a plausible explanation. Parker disconnected the magnetic contact so that no alarm would go off. The door would still be open on Wednesday and Friday mornings. The other four doors leading out of the keeping room were all wired to the alarm system, and all remained closed.




  Parker was understandably upset by this inexplicable problem. He wondered at first if a passing truck (very unlikely on Mill Street in midwinter) or an airplane could be jiggling the door latch loose. He tried walking heavily and then jumping up and down on either side of the door to see if the latch would bounce free. No luck. The latch itself was set in a cradle nearly a half-inch deep, a type of fitting that is really too secure to be jolted open by a vibration. The only reasonable conclusion was that the latch was actually being lifted.




  The possibility of a ghost in the house was not mentioned. Everyone concerned had heard about “presences” in various Nantucket homes, but no one wanted to admit the existence of a ghost that opened doors. As a last resort, Parker took his assistant to the house between 6:30 and quarter to seven one Tuesday night, and they turned off the alarm, entered quietly, and stood out of sight of the troublesome door in a small storage closet around the corner from the west parlor. The door to the storage room was left open.




  They waited there for half an hour or so. Parker’s assistant was just whispering to him that this was a “helluva way to spend a cold February night” when they heard the latch click. Parker, in recounting the story, said that he wanted to roar at the way his skeptical assistant blanched and rushed out the front door, slamming it behind him. Parker could hear his boots thumping off at a run down the quiet street; the man didn’t even wait outside in the company truck.




  When no further sounds came from the next room, Parker stepped out of the storage room and peered around the doorway leading into the west parlor. The door to the keeping room had indeed swung open, and he saw (“it seemed like an eternity, although it was probably only fifteen to thirty seconds”) something moving slowly toward him. As he put it, “There was definitely something there,” coming through the open door, and it wasn’t a sight he had ever seen before. He described it as looking like a shimmering soap bubble the size of a basketball; it was pulsing, moving gently in and out in all directions. He used his hands to show me its shape, and said that it was about as translucent as light wax paper. It floated past him, through the west parlor door, within one or two feet of where he was standing. He could feel an “extraordinary and really horrible coldness” that seemed to surround the bubble. He said that he felt nervous but for some reason not really scared by the approach of this strange “object,” for it was traveling through the west parlor in an unhurried, undeliberate way that didn’t seem to have anything to do with his presence. In retrospect, he says, he doesn’t know why he was so sure of this, or why he was so relaxed about standing in the path of this bizarre thing. Moving evenly at the pace of a slow walk, the bubble went past the storage closet and through the front hall and disappeared up the stairs. Parker did not follow it.




  He told his story to the president of the Historical Association, and together they decided to fasten the door with an eyehook the following day. The hook and eye were attached to the west-parlor side of the door, thus preventing one from opening the door from inside the keeping room. There has been no trouble since.




  The house has changed hands only five times since 1807. Shortly before the house was built, the area was described in local records as “a tract of land in the Richard Gardner share westward of Stephen Chase’s house.” The house first appeared on record in a deed dated February 1807, when a housewright by the name of Richard Coleman sold the homestead to Jeremiah Lawrence, “High Sheriff for the County” and a prominent official of his day. The house was probably built shortly after Coleman bought the land in 1801.




  In 1856 Jeremiah’s widow, Eunice, sold the house to Love Calder; James Monroe Bunker (schoolteacher, notary public, and civil engineer) bought the house in 1865 and lived there with his family for thirty-eight years, selling it to Leonora E. James in 1903. Mrs. James, a peppery and outspoken member of the community, lived in the house for forty-eight years, many of them spent with her husband and children, and sold the house to Louise Anderson Melhado in 1951. Mrs. Melhado gave it to the Historical Association shortly after she bought it, and the house is open to the public during the summer months.




  Unfortunately, little is known of the Lawrence or Bunker families. Nor did Mrs. James leave behind any diaries or papers that might have shed light on the existence of the mysterious bubble. Each of the three families spent close to half a century in the building; perhaps one of the former owners is still, in spirit, making the nightly rounds.




  


  


  


  





  Something Evil in the Attic




  


  





  “The house is on Cliff Road. I don’t feel you should use our name, but I’ll tell you the story.




  “My husband and I bought the house in 1960. It wasn’t old; it was built in the ’20s, and had been owned by only one family. The man who built it and lived there for all those years was no longer alive when we bought it, but we don’t know of anything terrible ever having happened in the place.




  “It all began with something our ten-year-old daughter, Janet, either imagined or saw. Her bedroom was upstairs, opposite the door to the attic. The children spent hours playing in the attic. It was their territory, a place where they set up forts and clubs and arranged things the way they wanted them.




  “Janet was a little afraid of that door at night; she was a sensitive, imaginative child who had awful nightmares for years, and was very scared of the dark. She had outgrown most of those fears by the time she was nine or ten, but if anyone were to be scared by a ghost, it would certainly be she. As she tells it, she was reading in bed one night and looked up to see the attic door, which was always closed at bedtime, wide open. A shimmery, insubstantial figure of a man was standing in the doorway. Janet was petrified, and must have looked it. She says she isn’t too clear about what happened next, but the figure communicated to her, either silently or in words, ‘Please don’t worry. Don’t be scared. I don’t mind if you can’t look at me.’ The apparition calmed Janet by letting her know that he wasn’t bad and wasn’t going to hurt her. He told her that his name was George. I gather that they sort of made friends.




  “Now, Janet is the first to say that she may very well have imagined this entire experience. She wasn’t asleep, however, and remembers the feeling of George’s presence, the feeling of losing her fear of him and of realizing he was a kind person. (George, incidentally, was not the name of the man who had owned the house before us.) She may have told the other children about this strange man the next day, but she didn’t mention him to me or her father for some time. When she did, it came up casually in a conversation as something curious that she had seen one night. She was no longer spooked by him at all.




  “That was the only time she saw the apparition. About four years later we had a bad fire in the attic. One of the children had left a light burning too close to the wall, and the dry wood went up in flames. Fortunately, we were home at the time, and the damage was minimal compared to what it might have been.




  “After the fire, the attic needed extensive repair work, and my husband and I decided to turn it into a master bedroom. The children didn’t mind, for they had more or less outgrown it as a play space. We fixed it up and began using it ourselves. That was when the trouble began.




  “I was up there one day and suddenly felt something extremely frightening coming over me. I can’t be precise about it, for I still don’t have the faintest idea what it was. It pressed toward me and literally paralyzed me with fear. I couldn’t move or talk or call out for help. It was as if it was trying to suffocate me, take me over, pull me out of my body; I really didn’t know whether I could survive it that first time. It was invisible and silent. When I got my voice back I let out what I guess was a strangled-sounding squawk. I was very badly shaken.




  “I’ve heard a number of ghost stories about Nantucket homes, but I’ve never heard of anything this bad occurring in any other house on the island. I don’t know if one would even call this a ghost; I could only think of it as an utterly terrifying, malevolent force.




  “I had a number of these attacks in our bedroom over the next few years. One even happened when my husband was in the room with me and wasn’t aware that it was going on until I had broken out of it. I’m not at all the type of person to have mediumistic or otherworldly feelings; my husband, too, was scared and worried by these invisible assaults. We didn’t move out of the bedroom, although perhaps we should have. We did, however, talk about selling the house.




  “One of my greatest fears was that this force would try to harm one of our children or someone visiting us. Our son Paul’s fiancée did have an experience very similar to mine one night. This was the only time that something happened to someone other than me, and the only time it happened outside of our attic bedroom.




  “Paul and Emily were sitting downstairs after the rest of us had gone up. I remember that when I tried to put the garbage out that night after dinner I found that the back door wouldn’t open. Both my son and my husband tried to free it, with no success. We had never had this problem before, but we didn’t think much of it and went to bed, leaving Emily and Paul alone.




  “It was close to midnight when they heard the back door open. After a short pause, they heard someone in heavy boots crossing the kitchen. Both were startled and looked toward the door. There was no one there. The footsteps continued to move at a thudding, deliberate pace, straight toward where they were sitting in the living room. They didn’t have much time to react, and I guess neither moved. The steps walked right up to Emily. She was then utterly overwhelmed in a way that sounded very similar to my experiences. Paul tried to help her, sitting by her for over an hour before she came out of it. She was paralyzed, frozen by this consuming, terrifying pressure. She was extremely upset, and I remember her saying the next morning that she didn’t think she could stay on in the house.




  “The tide turned with something quite funny. I came to open up the house one summer with a Bulgarian woman who was going to be working for us. She was a cheery, salt-of-the-earth sort of person. We had brought along the family dog, a toy beagle terrier. From downstairs in the kitchen, I whistled to the dog, for I had put out his food. He didn’t come and didn’t come. I looked around, calling his name, and then heard whimpering coming from upstairs. I found the dog just inside the open door to our bedroom. He was whining and prancing in front of something that was blocking the doorway and wouldn’t let him get by. I couldn’t see anything, but after my own experiences, I was scared to reach into the room. I was standing in the hall wondering what on earth to do, when our housekeeper came up behind me. My heart sank, for I was afraid that once she found out there was something bad in the house, she would quit on the spot. But all she said was ‘Ghost, huh?’ and turning her back to the open door, gave whatever was blocking it a great bump with her fanny. She stepped in, scooped up the dog, and brought him downstairs for his supper. It didn’t faze her in the least.




  “That taught me something. I was sitting in our bedroom at my desk one day when I heard a pop. It was the rod holding the curtains on one window. The curtains fell to the floor. A couple of seconds later there was another pop, and then another. By then, three curtains were down. Remembering our housekeeper’s attitude, I said out loud, ‘All right, so I need some new curtains! Fine!’ With that, all of the other curtains were ripped off and thrown to the floor. The fabric was old and faded in places, and it was indeed time to replace the curtains, so the next day I bought some Liberty print at Nantucket Looms and made new panels. And strangely enough, ever since then I’ve had the feeling that the malevolent spirit, presence, or whatever, is gone from the house.




  “I guess it’s possible that George, Janet’s supposed apparition, felt that the attic was his territory and was trying to chase us out by attacking me. But George had seemed quite harmless and friendly, and I felt that whatever went after Emily and me was really evil. Those moments of terror were far worse than anything else I have ever known.”




  


  


  


  





  Heaven Is Two Weeks Away




  


  





  “Powell. We’re talking about Jason Powell,” Mark Schofield said, crossing his legs and settling back in his chair. Mark’s wife, Grace, poured three glasses of lemonade. He continued, “My former wife bought our house on Bloom Street from Jason Powell, who was a psychiatrist in New York City. I have a landscaping business, and worked for him for ten years before he sold the house. He was a good man, but he had a difficult marriage and an unlucky wife, and he loved his gin. He moved off-island for good several years ago, and had a serious hip operation. He was mixing his booze with painkillers, I guess, and he died in his sleep. No one knew the circumstances. He was alone at the time.”




  Mr. Schofield’s comfortably creased face is accented by his eyes, which are an authoritative, almost audible blue.




  “About a week after Powell died, I was awakened at three A.M. We keep a night-light in the bathroom adjacent to our bedroom, and by its light I could see someone in a long granny nightgown walking by the bed toward the bathroom. I automatically stretched my foot out to check for Grace. She was fast asleep next to me. I hate the dark, and snapped the light on in a hurry. Whatever it was disappeared. It wasn’t until some time later that I remembered that Powell used to wear those old-fashioned flannel nightshirts in the winter. The next night, at the same time, I was awakened again. I felt my face lifted up and turned toward the ceiling, and there was Jason’s face above me. He was smiling, as if to reassure me. I was terrified, and turned on the light and woke Grace up. Again, there was nothing there.




  “The third night, I was woken up again at three A.M., this time by a loud thumping in the bathroom. Grace was still asleep. I listened for a while, then got myself together, went to the bathroom, and slowly opened the door. As I snapped on the light the noise stopped and a cold wind poured past me out the door. The window had been shut all night and was still tightly closed. I have to admit I was scared; I had never had an experience like that before.




  “This next part sounds funny, but I didn’t know what else to do. In the morning, I went all through the house talking to Jason. ‘You old bastard,’ I said, ‘I know you’re here and I know you’re not happy with what’s going on.’ You see, we were friends, and I know he loved life and didn’t mean to kill himself. Many people thought it was a suicide, but I’m sure it was not. As I see it, I might have been a kind of interpreter for him. He was tormented, I think, by the way he had died, and needed to get in touch with someone who was his friend. At any rate, I walked all through the house, just talking to him, and he never came back.




  “I’ve thought about that experience a lot since then. It relieved me in a way; no matter what anyone says, I now have no doubt about a world beyond. When you talk about ghosts, you’re dealing with a side of life that isn’t scientific or logical—but then, dying and disappearing for good doesn’t seem very logical either. When my first wife died, many years ago, I remember feeling that she was back in the house with me, for about a week after she died. Another week later, I was just as sure she was gone to wherever you do go. Powell also made his appearance within two weeks after his death. There seems to be a transition period. It’s as if heaven is two weeks away.”




  


  


  


  





  Seth




  


  





  The Unitarian Church on Orange Street was built in 1809 as the Second Congregational Meeting House Society Church. Its bell was brought from Lisbon, Portugal, in 1812 by Captain Thomas Cary. The tower has seen three clocks: the first was installed at the time of construction, the second in 1823, and the present one in 1881. In 1884, the interior was modernized by the architect F. B. Coleman, who set in the tall, elegant side windows, and added a vestry and kitchen downstairs. The trompe l’oeil wall painting is attributed to Carl Wendte, an artist who had previously decorated the Treasury Building in Washington.




  The church has a cheerful, proud, shingled countenance. Its classical structure brings to mind the child’s game, “Here is the church, here is the steeple, open the doors . . .” The famous steeple, located on the front of the building, is a landmark visible from five miles at sea. The bell, now electric, strikes every hour around the clock, with an additional fifty-two strokes for reveille at 7:00 A.M.
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