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  To my husband, Joseph, who believed me when I said, "I just saw a ghost.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE





  These stories are retold fictionally based on Savannah tales and legends. In some instances, names have been changed. Some private homes are referenced, so heed Southern courtesy and respect the home owners’ privacy as you explore the world beyond in the South’s most intriguing city.




  











  
INTRODUCTION





 

    “We fall from womb to tomb, from one blackness and toward another, remembering little of the one and knowing nothing of the other . . . except through faith.”




  —Stephen King, Danse Macabre







  “This house is haunted,” my fourteen-year-old son, Whit, said as we unpacked our car to move into a modest, ranch-style home on Wilmington Island, about eight miles east of Savannah’s Historic District. I can’t recall what I replied, but I’m sure it went something like this: “You’re silly. There is no such thing as ghosts, and don’t you believe any nonsense such as that.”




  We took possession of our home in 1998. Ironically, it was the afternoon of Halloween.




  For the first few months, we encountered some strange, but nonthreatening, oddities. For example, as the family tuned into Jeopardy one evening, the doorbell rang, but there was no one on the porch when we answered it. Soon after, the annoying doorbell ringing became a nightly ritual. My crafty husband finally disconnected it. To our astonishment, it would still ring. And then there was the wine stain that wouldn’t go away, even after repeated cleanings. There were nights when we joked about “the bloody spot where someone was murdered,” amusing ourselves with theories that never made much sense.




  Our final challenge came in September of 1999. That’s when we all decided we’d had quite enough.




  It was a little short of a year from the day we had moved in. News reports blasting a mandatory evacuation set the family in motion. Hurricane Floyd was projected to head up the eastern coast and straight to our city. We packed our most cherished items—the computer, family photos, and paintings—and loaded up my mother-in-law, son, and four dogs in two separate cars. We drove all night on a long, mountainous trek to our Aunt Lorene’s vacation home in Brevard, North Carolina.




  Eighteen hours and several traffic jams later, we unlocked the door to the cottage, starving and exhausted from the intensity of the drive. As we walked into the kitchen, we were startled by a dated, corn-yellow dial phone on the cypress kitchen wall that seemed to be ringing off its mount. My body stiffened in shock, and I felt a rush of blood flow from my face down to the tips of my fingers when I answered it and recognized the voice of one of our Savannah neighbors.




  “You know that skylight you’ve always wanted?” he asked. “Well, you’ve got it now. The hurricane and possibly a small tornado just ripped through your house, leaving it exposed to the elements, and most of your belongings are floating in standing water.”




  On our way back home the next morning, we stopped at a convenience store to refuel and purchased an Augusta Chronicle newspaper. Shockingly, there was our Savannah home on the front page! The photo showed a structure completely cut in two by a giant pine tree. What it didn’t show was the mess inside. The ceiling was on the floor. Picture frames were shattered and lying in pieces on the molding furniture. The hot water heater in the attic was dangling over the living room couch through a wide gash that opened up to the sky. By the time we arrived home, water was standing in the house and it was starting to fill with mosquitoes and mold.




  By this time, we were certain: Someone or something was trying to keep our family from getting too comfortable in this house.




  Our insurance agent met us in the front yard and made a startling announcement: “Your house was the only home in Savannah to receive damage from the storm.”




  We moved out and into an apartment, where we enjoyed a normal existence for six months. Finally, when inspections on our house were complete, we moved back into a home that rivaled a newly constructed dwelling. We were starting fresh with an attractive new roof, solid white doors, decorative furnishings, modern fixtures, and shimmering hardwood floors.




  But evil would not sleep.




  I was busy writing in my newly renovated office just off the garage. Our Jack Russell terrier, Snorkel, was at my feet chasing squirrels in her dreams. As I worked, I detected an unnerving sound like that of sandpaper grating across an old piece of furniture. I looked down to see if Snorkel had nabbed a rogue lizard or was digging in the mounds of paper and magazines I stored beneath my desk. She was sound asleep.




  After another five minutes, I spun my chair around and saw a pair of gravel-colored snakes about four inches in diameter and at least five feet long intertwined and slithering in a vertical direction. They appeared to be in a locked position, which put me in a sheer panic. To make matters worse, I was going to have to pick up the dog and pass within two feet of the reptiles to get out the door.




  Shaking like fall leaves on a windy day, I dashed out the door with the dog cradled in my arms like a baby. Once I was in the garage and sheltered from the terror, I let my screams echo throughout the neighborhood. Suddenly, the words of my son came to mind: “This house is haunted.”




  My mind went back to closing day in the lawyer’s office with the former owners. They had lived in the house for less than a year before abruptly putting it on the market.




  I shared my thoughts in confidence with a Christian friend and pastor’s wife, who advised me to use the Bible to cast out the demons I believed were consuming my house. “Good always overcomes evil,” she said. Because I was embarrassed to share this upcoming ritual with my family for fear they might think I was mad, she and I went about our mission within a week of the snake ordeal.




  We entered each room of the house, both of us grasping the word of God and holding it high while declaring our faith. We completed our voodoo-like ceremony with haste and, afterward, chatted incessantly over coffee about unrelated things in perfect peace, as if nothing had ever happened.




  Today, there’s a Bible in every room and two or three in some. And since that day, we’ve enjoyed a normal existence, free of Satan’s terrifying antics.




  Much like our home, Savannah is teeming with tales of the supernatural. The occurrences in private homes, inns, and other historic buildings are so frequent and ongoing, it is difficult to narrow them down in one sitting. Ghost Hunters (from the syndicated TV show), Ghost Chasers of America (a club), psychics, and even private citizens have devoted time and money to searching for meaning behind the haunts in this city. At times witches and even educated parapsychologists with sophisticated equipment have investigated to no avail.




  For, you see, this city has been declared one of the “most haunted in the United States” on more than one occasion, both in print and on television. What makes the old port city so haunted? Why are spirits constantly showing their wits in both good and evil ways here?




  There is, in reality, no logical answer, but many have made educated guesses. Savannah was established in 1733, and her history is full of intriguing characters who lived and died through various fortunes and misfortunes. With the downtown area hailed as one of the nation’s largest National Historic Districts, many of Savannah’s magnificent homes have been restored, and a number of them reflect the traditions, the decor, and in many cases the original furnishings of former inhabitants. Within the walls of many of these structures are hidden passageways, dungeons, and an abundance of shocking ordeals and family tragedies. Cemeteries once located in central parts of town were moved and bodies relocated (as others were left behind) to other burial sites through the years. In the 1700s and 1800s, early settlers fought both natural disasters ranging from intense storms to floods, fires, and disease. In 1796 when a stove fell, a fire began and spread across several blocks. The fire destroyed three hundred buildings and consumed several homes and their inhabitants. According to historic records, a fire in January 1820 began in a boardinghouse and destroyed an estimated $4 million in buildings from Broughton Street to the Savannah River. Many perished.




  Those fires were fueled by strong winds that ravaged the city and gunpowder that was stored in Ellis Square. Many downtown buildings and homes were destroyed.




  In 1820, the yellow fever virus claimed the lives of nearly seven hundred residents. That same year, poor sanitary conditions proved ideal for mosquito breeding, and epidemics of malaria broke out along the flourishing Georgia coast. To further substantiate the many alleged supernatural sightings, some victims of the disease were erroneously proclaimed dead and may have been buried alive.




  In 1864, federal troops assisted in dousing an explosive fire that began in an ammunition depot on Broughton Street. More than a hundred buildings were lost, and many of those inside also died. In 1889, fifty buildings burned and troops from Charleston, Atlanta, Jacksonville, and Macon were called in to assist, to no avail.




  By far the worst disaster to strike Savannah occurred from 1824 through 1854, when yellow fever spread through the city, afflicting citizens of all ages with severe fever, backaches, vomiting, and hemorrhaging. As Savannahians appealed to physicians for answers, the disease continued to kill with a vengeance. Officials at the city’s only medical facility, Candler Hospital (then located on East Huntingdon Street), began to hide the dead in an underground morgue to keep the numbers a secret and to discourage panic. By the time they learned that mosquitoes were the cause of the disease, hundreds had perished. Perhaps some of the spirits who wander the streets today are products of the epidemic.




  The 1800s brought the first in a series of hurricanes to Savannah. Several passed either east or made direct landfall, but one of the more forceful storms passed directly over Tybee Island and caused extensive damage and flooding on the island and in downtown Savannah. As a result, graves were exposed and some even opened. Spiritual beings refusing to sleep eternally now coexist with Savannahians and the city’s visitors. Nearly every day, tales of unnerving experiences arise. From historic downtown structures to modern apartment complexes on the islands to creepy venues at the beach, these spirits haunt and taunt, yearning for everlasting rest that will not come. They appear when least expected and vanish in a breath.




  Many who died have unsettled business keeping them from the peace of heaven or the wrath of hell. They are not all evil, and some are even comical, or at least entertaining, but the thread of achieving finality in this life has not yet been woven into their existence.




  So as you read this book, don’t let creaky floors, cold spots, disappearing apparitions, and moving objects lead you astray. There’s more to this haunted locale than mere tales. Savannah is a city replete with a naturally creepy ambience. Her aesthetics exude fear. Embraced by oaks that never turn brown (called live oaks due to their “evergreen” status), Savannah is shaded by massive branches that spread and reach out, often connecting like arthritic hands linked together. The trees cast a constant shroud of shade over the parks and squares and mansions like a backdrop of special effects woven into a creepy movie trailer. Those backdrops are accentuated by mysterious forms of the moss that hangs like graying, shaggy beards and inexplicably thrives in humidity. The results are reflected in this historic city’s revolving stage. Hence, Savannah’s showcase of horror is critically acclaimed for fulfilling her terrifying reputation.




  It is, therefore, my duty to prompt chills and keep you up at night as you read these frightening tales. I’ve mixed the gruesome stories with theatrics in order to retell the terrifying realities that touch the lives of Savannahians to this day. It is difficult to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt the absolute worth of these accounts, so don’t even try. Decide for yourself whether or not you are a believer. As for me, I need no convincing.




  











  
NO REST FOR SARAH





 Visitors from all over the world travel en masse to walk the hallways of the stately mansion that was the childhood home of Savannah’s most famous nineteenth-century lady, Juliette Gordon Low. Revered as the founder of the Girl Scouts, her home at the corner of Oglethorpe and Bull Streets is one of Savannah’s most prominent houses. It is also one of the city’s most haunted.




  The proclamation was definitive.




  If we were going to conduct an interview about whether spirits dwell in the stately mansion at the northeast corner of Oglethorpe and Bull Streets, the ground rules must first be declared.




  Sitting in a stiff wooden chair in the administrative office and discussing ghosts was a little unnerving, to say the least. Although the room resembled an office, a defiant being was telling us that it was once a bedroom, and perhaps a bedroom where death had overcome life. We were sensitive to the room’s history with each passing moment, and yet we were also engulfed by the eerie presence of another being.




  As Linda, the museum’s director, and I spoke, we were cautiously choosing our words as if someone were eavesdropping on our chat.




  “First off, I want you to know that we love our ghosts. They are endearing. We accept them. They are a part of our family.”




  I assumed that her words were a declaration of sorts, pledging all respect to a ghost who was sitting in on our meeting, somewhere in this room, perhaps with legs crossed.




  Linda was intent on whispering. While she spoke, my hands were clenched tightly underneath the thick oak table.




  “OK, understood.”




  “Next, these are friendly spirits. They are stuck here. We don’t know why. They just are.” She looked around as though she was checking to see if anyone else would respond to her bold statements.




  “OK, understood.”




  As the minutes ticked away on the wall clock behind us, she continued to speak in a strange, cautious manner, as though she were choosing her words to deliberately shed honor on the spirits. Her voice resonated with a quiver as her fluttering hands reached out to hand me a stack of historic documents.




  The Gordon family history in the majestic nineteenth-century dwelling was indeed spellbinding. I began to peruse the documents as Linda highlighted some of the family’s more colorful characters.




  One story caught my eye, and I suddenly (and rudely) tuned out my hostess. The Gordon family history was filled with all the elements of life, death, and tragedy, and an unsettling atmosphere was filling the room as we continued. I was intrigued by the tragic story of a woman who had given birth to twins, both stillborn, in a second-floor bedroom. There was a marriage built on abuse that ended in divorce, and there was a tender love story about a husband who died before his time, laced with a tale of the beautiful young daughter who died in her twenties of scarlet fever.




  At first, I barely noticed the sensation of someone standing behind me and looking over my shoulder. Through my thoughts, I could distinctly hear a person breathing. Before I could change position, cold air struck the back of my neck in a distinct puff. I assumed that someone had walked in so quietly that, fascinated by the story of the ill-fated mother, I did not notice. I glanced up at Linda, expecting her to welcome the visitor, but she was engaged in making a list of my requested documents on a piece of paper.




  As she wrote, I turned and found the room empty. A cold draft wafted through the third-floor office as if a window had been opened in the middle of winter. Both windows were closed—and the temperature outside was a very Savannah-steamy ninety degrees.




  As the sudden burst of chill swallowed our words, an awkward silence left space for an even stranger occurrence. A computer printer sitting on a desk behind us suddenly lit up and began to hum as if it had been prompted to warm up for a job. No one was seated at the desk. There were no other computers tied into it.




  The printer light turned green and chugged up again. This time, it didn’t shut off.




  I had been forewarned that the ghosts of the Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace enjoy disturbing office equipment, leaving the staff no choice but to unplug each and every item at the end of each day. Otherwise, either someone on the staff was a prankster, or I was hallucinating.




  Downstairs, the day’s first troop of Girl Scouts had arrived for their heralded mission to walk the hallways of their founder. We caught their giggles drifting upward from the ground floor. The Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace was coming alive on a typical summer morning. More than forty thousand girls visit each year, traveling in small, lively herds from all over the world to discover the inspiring stories that built the now famous Girl Scouts of the USA. They come to see the rooms where “Daisy,” as she was called, spent her life as a small child, as a schoolgirl, as a debutante, as a young bride, and as a mature lady.




  A few of the more astute Scouts were quick to admit that they had read about the mansion’s hauntings. They had come to learn about their founder’s life and, perhaps, see a ghost.




  The presence of these girls lent an air of joyfulness in contrast to the formal and noble Regency-styled structure. Bearing toothy grins illuminated by gleaming braces, they were dressed in T-shirts and sashes emblazoned with troop names. Armed with backpacks, bottled water, and mobile phones, the girls and their leaders took turns snapping photos on the staircase in front of the home’s distinguished entrance. It’s a ritual that occurs most days of the year.




  Ten-year-old Jennie, from Michigan, was among this day’s tourists. Jennie and her troop had viewed the house from the sidewalk the previous evening. They had enjoyed a walking ghost tour of the city, and their guide told them all about the home’s ghost, Nelly, whom he described as being “often seen through the window peering out to tourists on the streets.” It was on that tour that Jennie flinched and stared at the elongated windows in the hopes of catching a glimpse of the paranormal. What she saw was a portion of the thickly lined draperies blowing from a kick of the room’s air-conditioning vents.




  On this morning, Jennie grasped her cell phone, which was already in camera mode, as they made their way into the house. After being hushed by her leader, she followed the guide through the rooms that she had read about online. She listened intently as the guide described the home’s colorful history, while in the back of her mind all she could think about was the ghost she would see today.




  With my hands nervously soaked (and still clenched) from the various thumps and bumps in the room, I began to gather my notes for the tour of the mansion. As Linda and I stood and turned toward the door, a loud knocking stopped us in our tracks.




  Someone was violently shaking the French doors that led out into a small foyer. I glanced toward Linda for reassurance that didn’t come.




  A petite, elderly woman with strong hands was clutching the doorknobs, rattling the doors back and forth as if she were trying to get in. She was wearing period clothes: a mauve dress and a strange brooch at the neck.




  Our screams escaped like those of a Halloween fright house. And then she vanished.




  “That was Sarah.”




  “Oh.”




  Sarah had threatened our peace, and for some reason, she did not want me to tour the home. I needed no more convincing. It was official. The Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace was indeed haunted.




  “Don’t be afraid,” Linda said. “Our ghosts are friendly.”




  She had already told me this just minutes before, and I was questioning her repeated statement as well as the words that I knew she wanted to say.




  Linda led the way to the staircase and down, stopping along the way to describe life as it was in the 1800s. Traipsing down the stairs to the main level, we passed the Girl Scout troop from Michigan. Jennie was wide-eyed. Our eyes met and then drifted.




  Jennie’s troop followed behind, overwhelmed by the display of wealth of an old Savannah family. Their youthful minds captured the intricate architectural elements of plaster and wood motifs that adorned the ceilings. There were influences from all cultures, including Greek and Roman, with ceilings abloom with rosettes of bellflowers and acanthus leaves. Making our way into the main parlor, we glanced to the right, where an antique glass case bearing Gordon family relics stood.




  There, in the hallway, hung a portrait of a woman—the woman we had just seen shaking the office doors.




  Her mouth was turned down in a sad sort of way, and she was wearing a cap that crowned her coarse gray hair that was parted in the middle. Her eyebrows were dark and thick, like a man’s. Her cape was drawn up at the neck and cinched with a brooch. Earlier, we passed another portrait of a younger Sarah. Her hair was dark and her mouth turned up at the corners in a happier and more relaxed smile. It was clear that tragedy had brought sadness upon her demeanor in the second portrait.




  Our guide ushered us into the main parlor and toward the antique glass cupboard. Removing a brooch, she began to tell a tale of unbearable heartache and loss. Her story went like this:




  Construction of the house began in 1818 and took three years to complete. Hoping to create a family home that was as distinguished as himself, Savannah mayor James Moore Wayne oversaw the customization of the interior to his liking, with plenty of receiving rooms for socializing and spacious living quarters on the second floor and above. There were four bedrooms with dressing rooms, a hall, and possibly two small bedroom passages. Servants were housed in the attic and basement.




  In 1831, Wayne sold the home to his great-niece Sarah Anderson Stites Gordon and her husband, William Washington Gordon I. Gordon became the first Georgian ever to graduate from West Point and was a founder of the Central of Georgia Railroad—he was a man who was highly respected both civically and professionally. With an extravagant new home set in the beautiful downtown area of Savannah, the Gordons planned to enjoy an active social life as they raised their seven children. But all did not go well for Sarah and her husband.




  Two children, both boys, had died in childbirth. Their daughter Alice contracted scarlet fever and passed away suddenly when the physicians could not save her. Tragedy struck again in 1842, when at the age of forty-six, William, Sarah’s beloved husband, died of complications from malaria while working on the construction of the Central of Georgia Railroad. Upon his death, Sarah was instructed by her husband’s will to relocate the family to New Jersey to be near his relatives, who could assist her in fulfilling the children’s education needs. Although it meant leaving her beautiful home and sacrificing the mild Savannah winters for cold northeastern ones, Sarah was obedient to her husband’s request. She packed up the children and headed north.




  William, she said, believed that education was better in the Northeast and it would be best for his children to attend school there. Willed to the estate, the house was closed and sat completely empty for ten years.




  With Sarah receiving only a small stipend and the Savannah residence held in trust, the struggling widow accepted the challenges of raising her remaining children in New Jersey on a meager income. In tribute to her husband, the Central of Georgia Railroad extended her free transportation for the rest of her life.




  Sarah’s love for her home left in Savannah would remain strong in her heart, a heart that was broken not only by the passing of her beloved husband, but also for having to abandon the residence that she and her family adored.




  Her immeasurable affection toward her deceased husband became more evident with each passing day following his death, and she dreamt of fitting tributes to honor him. One evening, she grasped the handrail of the stairs, climbed them slowly, entered her bedroom, and opened a dresser drawer. Inside the drawer with her floral-scented perfumes and gold-plated combs, she grabbed a pair of sharp scissors and proceeded to cut off a lock of her thick gray hair.




  Opening the drawer below, she removed a tiny box with her husband’s engraved initials. Inside were strands of his graying hair, which she had cut from his cold body as it rested in an ornate casket. On a night when her grief had escalated into long, heaving sobs, Sarah took his locks and created a tiny braid with her own hair. As a personal tribute to their love, she commissioned a jeweler to design a pair of rectangular-shaped gold brooches, each of which contained a thin braided strand of her husband’s hair placed next to a braid of hers.




  With William’s estate divided among the children, times were difficult for Sarah, the widow who had now seen her children through to adulthood. Her son “Willie” Gordon, a Yale graduate, married Eleanor “Nelly” Kinzie of Chicago (the mother of Juliette, who was called Daisy), and the couple moved into the Wayne-Gordon House to live with their mother, who by this time was elderly. When Sarah became ill, she was sent back to New Jersey, where she died in 1882. It is said that she mourned the passing of her husband with intense grief all the remaining days of her life.




  In short, nothing ever went Sarah’s way. Three of her children had died—two sons in childbirth and a daughter—in addition to a daughter-in-law. Her husband’s life had been cut short, and she found herself a widow well before her time. There would be no rest for her grieving spirit.




  As the guide wrapped up her presentation, it became clear that, contrary to what the ghost tour guide had presented the night before, it was Sarah who had been haunting the Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace, not Nelly.




  This was a place that employees and hundreds of happy girls fill with laughter and love, yet a subliminal cloud of grief hangs like the Spanish moss over Savannah oaks, consuming the joy. That grief that was once thought of as Nelly’s, now, it seems, comes from Sarah.




  Sarah is a busy ghost. She tidies up when the house is empty. She moves relics and hides collectibles. She plays with office equipment and turns computers on and off. She attends funerals. She peeks out of windows when no one is in the house, scaring visitors as she chuckles and shakes the draperies. At times she waltzes through the house and vanishes into its walls. She greets employees when they return to work, and she taunts them when they doubt her existence.




  “We speak to Sarah on a daily basis,” Linda said. “It’s almost like she works here too. She’s filled with mischief, and you’d better respect her. If you do or say something she doesn’t like, she’ll let you know in a big way.”




  My day was over. I thanked Linda for her time and exited the building.




  Dashing past the ticking meters on Bull Street, racing to reach my car before the meter reader did, I suddenly came to a halt, realizing that I had left a binder full of notes upstairs in the third-floor office. I switched directions.




  Entering the front hallway, I opened the door and rushed up the stairwell that by this time was empty. Suddenly, my steps were halted by her presence.




  There Sarah stood, grimacing with arms folded. Her look was admonishing. Trying to speak, my efforts were fruitless. The words would not come.




  Quickly she vanished, and my fear drove me straight out the front door, leaving all notes behind.




  Back on the street, I glanced to see Jennie and her troop lined up for a picture in front of the home’s grand exterior. Excited but disappointed at not having a ghostly encounter to share with her brothers back home, she handed her mobile phone over to their tour guide and the shutter clicked, capturing the perfect photo for her scrapbook: ten girls and their leader laughing on the steps of the Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace.




  Jennie was going to hit SEND to text her mother the photo of her troop as they prepared to depart for the next Savannah landmark. But first, she opted to view the picture.




  Behind her friends’ smiling faces was a woman wearing period clothes and a brooch at her neck, peering through the draperies. She scrolled back to the photograph she had taken of the portrait of Sarah hanging in the home’s hallway. As she studied that picture, she viewed the reflection of her own face in the portrait’s glass. Flipping back and forth between the pictures, Jennie heard her friends calling her name.




  “Hurry up! Stop playing with your phone. We’re leaving you if you don’t move along.”




  Why had Sarah revealed herself to Jennie and not the other girls? Why was Jennie’s face showing in the portrait of Sarah hanging in the hallway?




  Jennie hit SEND. She kept her thoughts to herself as she nervously placed the phone back into her pocket.




  I rushed to my car, filled with thoughts of the story I was going to write without so much as a note to follow. As I dashed past the Girl Scouts, our eyes met, Jennie’s and mine.




  Nothing was said. We needed no words. We both knew that we had been touched by the ghost of Sarah.











  
WILLIE AND NELLY





 Whose are the ghostly fingers that play so beautifully on the piano in the front parlor of the Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace? What possesses a woman to gleefully slide down the banister of a home so filled with love? Could there be other spirits, perhaps lovers who were separated by death but are now together again in the home they relished? This is the story of two lovers, Eleanor “Nelly” Kinzie Gordon (1835–1917), the mother of “Daisy” (the founder of the Girl Scouts), and her beloved husband, William “Willie” Washington Gordon II, who returned after his death on the day of hers to escort her to eternity.




  The handcrafted musical instrument displayed in the Gordon family parlor was indeed a romantic heirloom—a classic zither—that held many memories, both sad and joyful. Margaret’s eyes were drawn to its beauty the first time she visited the family mansion and saw it lying on the mahogany coffee table. The instrument, curved like the silhouette of a shapely woman on one side and straight like a door frame on the other, boasted the same rich colors as the table beneath it, blending in like an ornamental accent.




  As far as she knew, the instrument—with its sensuous curves and mother-of-pearl inlay—had been there since the day the Gordons moved into the mansion. Closing her eyes, she recalled the stories of the many generations of Gordon women who had strummed and plucked the strings, at times sweetly singing songs of celebration or of grief, depending on the occasion.




  Margaret’s mother-in-law, Nelly, insisted that she learn to play it. Margaret had never questioned her motives, as she deeply longed for acceptance into the family. Without ever having studied music, she quickly learned to strum by ear, but lacking the motivation to expand her newfound talent, she had neglected to pick the instrument up again until the day Arthur brought it up to the bedroom of his dying mother.




  “Play this for mother,” he suggested, placing it in her open arms as she sat next to the bed.




  By now it was clear.




  “I learned to play for this day,” Margaret murmured to herself. Gently strumming the harp-like instrument to the tune of a classic hymn, she felt as though the notes were somehow taking the pain away. As she played, she quietly sang the words:




  When peace, like a river, attendeth my way,
When sorrows like sea billows roll,
Whatever my lot, Thou has taught me to say,
It is well, it is well, with my soul.




  The gentle sounds of the hymn resounded with finality in the darkened room filled with a cloud of gloom.




  As her pale fingers stroked the taut strings, Margaret could not help glancing tearfully at the dying woman who lay beneath a mound of coverlets.




  “It’s as if she were already dead,” Margaret thought. “As if she were already dead and they have buried her here beneath billowing clouds.” For some reason, this curious image calmed her, and she suddenly realized that she had been playing the same hymn continuously for several minutes.




  A sense of overwhelming peace began to fill the room, and Margaret continued the conversation she was having with herself.




  She hadn’t looked forward to this task. Who would? After all, she wasn’t related by blood. But her husband, Arthur, and his sisters begged for a break, so she volunteered. Little did she know that sitting in a stiff, cane-bottomed chair in the gloomy third-story room would drive her to pass the time with a musical instrument that she hadn’t played in years. And little did she know that she would soon have an audience that would forever change her views of life after death.




  It was a morbid charge for a dainty woman of the 1800s. But standing vigil over her mother-in-law’s dwindling life was a proper gesture and a declaration of her love for her grieving husband. She would accept the challenge without complaints and sit patiently among the ornate furnishings: a thickly woven Oriental rug that felt good on her stocking-clad feet, and several wonderfully oversize heirlooms—a massive antique dresser, a splendid four-poster bed, and a tall grandfather clock with a powerful gong.




  Adorned with fine linen blankets brought by train from New York, her mother-in-law lay clad in a thin white nightgown that was weighted down by several hand-crocheted blankets stacked beneath a thick, handmade quilt.




  In spite of the ravaging disease, Nelly’s emaciated face was angelic and peaceful, unlike her contagious character that fascinated most everyone she met. Prior to her illness, she was a boisterous, aggressive, and playful sort, and she was marked by those same traits until she fell ill on the eve of her last family gathering in the parlor of the mansion.
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