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This book is dedicated to my Pa.
Over a drink poured from a mason jar,
he once told me that if there was
something I wanted to accomplish
in my days here on Earth,
to make sure I got it done.

And to my mom, my sister Judy,
and niece Anna who remind me daily
that you never know when
those days on Earth will end.

May it not have been the end
but just the beginning.

 


“Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.”

—Carl Sagan

 

 

 

 

 

The basic test for scientific theories comes from observation.

Something tested over and over again with the same outcome becomes evidence—proof, as it were.

The problem with miracles is they are singular events.

Miracles can’t be tested. They only happen once.



 

 


Chapter 1

On August 20, 1977, the Voyager 2 was launched by NASA from Cape Canaveral, Florida. Voyager 1 had launched in September of that same year. A team headed by astronomer and astrophysicist Carl Sagan spent almost a full year compiling the contents for what became known as the Golden Record—a twelve-inch, gold-plated copper disc containing a message from Earth. Two were made, one attached to each spacecraft. The record contained 115 images, sounds of Earth, a wide variety of music, and a message from then-president Jimmy Carter which said, “We are attempting to survive our time so we may live into yours.”

I turned seventeen in July of 1977. Later that August, I started my senior year in high school. The Voyagers 1 and 2 were the topic of my astronomy and space science class that first day. I wanted to write romance novels and had only taken the class because someone told me it would be an easy A. I wasn’t at all interested in science. Luckily, among all the black and white pictures and equations which made no sense to me—I didn’t really care for math either—I found something I thought utterly romantic, perhaps even cosmically romantic. Ann Druyan, the creative director on the team, had worked closely with Carl Sagan developing the Golden Record. Carl was fifteen years Ann’s senior—the older man. That was always romantic.

Ann had been searching and searching for a selection of Chinese music to include on the disc. When she finally found a song called “Flowing Stream,” she was so excited she called Carl at his hotel and left him a message.

He called back an hour later, and by the end of their conversation, they were engaged, and that’s not even the best part. After the phone call, Ann had another idea for the record. She proposed taking an EEG, which would measure the electrical impulses of the brain, turning it into sound, and putting it on the disc. Let me tell you, this was high tech stuff in 1977. Carl loved the idea. While the sounds of her brain and nervous system were recorded, Ann meditated. She said what she was thinking while meditating was “the wonder of love, of being in love.” The hour-long recording was then compressed into a single minute. When played, it sounded like a string of exploding firecrackers. How romantic is that!

In 1977, I also lost both my parents. Just before Thanksgiving, while on their way home from seeing a movie, they were killed by a drunk driver. Before they left that night, they had made a deal. Dad was dragging Mom out to see Close Encounters of the Third Kind, and in turn, he agreed to see Oh, God! on their next movie night. I have never been able to watch either film.

Shortly after the funeral, I started having nightmares about the accident. I could have been with them that night. Dad had wanted me to go along and see the movie, but Mom said I had to spend the evening working on my unfinished science project. It was a pretty rough year. My alter egos crept into my subconscious sometime around then. I’m not really sure why, but the three of us have been constant companions ever since. You know, the little voices in your head that argue back and forth. Doesn’t everyone have those?

Grandma Fae, my mom’s mom, moved into my parents’ house. She said I’d feel more comfortable there. Honestly, I wasn’t comfortable anywhere. I was lost and really felt alone in the universe. I was an only child. Both my mother and father were only children as well, which made my extended family pretty much nonexistent. On top of that, my only living relative—my grandmother—was adopted. So even though I had a great uncle and two great aunts somewhere, they weren’t truly related at all.

The fact that Grandma Fae was a very religious person made my life easier or more difficult, depending on how you looked at it. We were in church a lot those first few months after my folks died. We went on a daily basis—every weekday morning, Saturday, and of course Sunday—sometimes twice on Sunday. Church was okay, though it was quiet. I could think in church. Think about God. Think about Heaven. Is there really a Heaven? I just wasn’t sure anymore. I know Grandma believed there was. After the accident, I cried for days. I couldn’t stop. Grandma came up to me, looked me straight in the eye, and said, “You have to stop thinking of death as the end. It just might well be the beginning.”

Grandma Fae tried to make things normal for me. She let me have friends over and was a bit overprotective at times but was, for the most part, pretty cool. I guess she knew better than I what it was like to be alone. One night, she even opened up to me about growing up in an orphanage run by nuns. It sounded awful, but Grandma said the 1930s and early 1940s were hard times in comparison to the present. That’s the night she gave me her locket. She always wore it around her neck. It held a picture of a young man. She said she had no idea who the man in the picture was, yet she held it dear—the only thing she owned that she truly valued. Grandma and I got quite close over the next few years. She kept up the house all the while I was in college. She said I needed a home to come to on weekends and holidays. Grandma passed away the year after I graduated college. It made me feel all alone again and made me believe love was just a painful thing.

Within three months, I sold the house and was off to New York. I had convinced myself I would be an overnight success. My degree in journalism was my ticket. I would write the world’s greatest romance novel. It would sell a gazillion copies, and I’d be rich, meet a handsome guy, and live happily ever after. I was so naive!

A year and a half later, I was still in New York but had downsized to an apartment in Queens and was looking for a waitressing job. Still working on my first novel, I had yet to meet that handsome guy—or any guy for that matter. I still felt alone in the universe. One evening when I felt especially alone, I sat on the floor in the middle of my tiny apartment listening to some oldies station—songs from the sixties. Those tunes took me back to my childhood. Wearing an old boho cardigan that had been my mother’s, I could still smell her perfume lingering in the threads. I pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around my legs, the easy guitar strumming numbed my mind. I closed my eyes and let the music take me to a happy place.

 


Chapter 2

July 1997

I was on my way to see John. I had finished the final chapter of my latest novel. It was ready for editing. I was thinking about taking a few weeks off when a notion crept its way into my brain. I should take a trip! I never took trips, unless of course it was a book signing tour. Good Pat and Bad Pat took up sides immediately. It was hard to believe they had been around for more than half my life. John—my editor and “the guy” or “a guy” or my guy, I guess—found my alter egos very entertaining and had named them Good Pat and Bad Pat. Actually, they were neither good nor bad, just always on opposite sides of the fence. Yes, I had finally met a guy. We’d been dating for over five years, but now he was proposing marriage, and that thought scared the heck out of me. As far as my other goals, I had yet to sell a gazillion books but had made the best seller list. For the most part, I was happy.

That is, up until this last weekend. John and I had gone to see a new movie that had just opened. Contact with Jodie Foster and Mathew McConaughey. It made me sad, made me miss my dad. That, along with all the talk about the twenty-year anniversary of the city’s blackouts of ’77, just reminded me it had been twenty years since the accident. There were times I felt so alone, and now this proposal thing . . . I wasn’t at all sure about that. G-Pat and B-Pat hadn’t even begun to debate that issue.

Perhaps my little alter egos were simply a way of coping with life. Yet, this trip thing . . . they just wouldn’t let it go. They were overly enthusiastic. A trip? Are you kidding me? You’re only asking for trouble. and A trip! Of course you need to take a trip—get away—see the sights! If that wasn’t enough, those darn little voices also wanted me to be spontaneous! Which should have been a dead giveaway that something or someone else was controlling my thoughts, because I never did anything spontaneously. Well, since up and moving to New York anyway. Everything I did was well planned and thoroughly thought out. I was no longer naive about anything. I stopped at the first gas station I saw and bought a map. Perhaps I needed a change.

I burst into John’s office without even knocking.

He was a bit startled but recovered quickly as he stood up from his desk, straightening his suit vest by tugging at the hem. “Pat! What’s up?”

I opened the large paper map and spread it out, paying little attention to the manuscript he had scattered across the highly polished Burmese Blackwood desk. John smirked. Then, with the palm of his hand, he rubbed the back of his neck. His brow furrowed as he raised his eyebrows and asked, “Looking for something?”

“No,” I assured him, “I’m going on a trip.” His lips turned slowly to a snicker, and his eyes laughed at me. He did have a way about him, I had to admit. He had the classic look of a born and raised New Yorker—the all-knowing attitude even when he hadn’t a clue.

“Oh, I see.” He nodded then playfully added, “And you need directions?”

“No, you’re going to pick the spot.”

“Pick the spot?” he echoed.

“Yes, close your eyes, point your finger, and pick my vacation spot.”

His pointed finger hovered over the map for a while then suddenly and almost involuntarily pointed to the tiny dot of Bay View.

He talked me into staying until the book edits were done, but two weeks later, I started out for the small city.

After driving a little more than 200 miles, I began to wonder why on earth I was doing such a crazy thing. I had never even heard of Bay View. It was just a dot on a map, and not a very big dot at that. Moreover, it would take me the entire day to get there.

By late in the afternoon, driving became monotonous. I found a small diner just off the highway and pulled off the road. I scanned the flip-open menu while the waitress, who couldn’t have been more than twelve—okay, maybe fifteen—snapped her gum and twirled a curl of her blonde hair with the end of her pencil.

“Just a burger,” I said flippantly while rolling my eyes, hoping she knew I was less than impressed with her lackluster attitude.

“Do you want fries with that?” she whined, oblivious to what I thought of her.

As I ate the overcooked hamburger and French fries, I contemplated scrapping the whole idea and just driving back home. Unconsciously, I rubbed the locket that hung around my throat. I never played with my jewelry, never twirled a necklace, fidgeted with a bracelet, nor even twisted the rings on my fingers. Yet there I was, finding comfort in its familiarity. Unclasping the chain, I cradled the heart-shaped locket in my palm for a moment before opening the cover to reveal the picture of a striking young man. The black and white picture was small, and it had yellowed with age. I often wondered who the Adonis-like stranger was but was sure that simply speculating about him was more fascinating and would most likely prove to be far more romantic than the truth. Until that summer, I thought stories were always more romantic than real life.

At the time, I suppose some might have found my and John’s relationship romantic, yet to me, it was more matter-of-fact. Surely, it was not the head-over-heels, swept-off-your-feet, take-your-breath-away romances I’d always written about. I thought love like that didn’t really exist, and yet I was sure the hope of it was what made me reluctant to accept John’s proposal.

I snapped the locket shut and fastened it back around my neck as I closed my eyes and weighed the current debate. ~ Let’s just forget this whole crazy idea, turn around, and head on home. ~ Are you kidding me? We’re over halfway there. Where’s your sense of adventure?

I picked up my purse and sweater and paid the bill. I was sure the voice I had sided with was right, as suddenly Bay View sounded like a wonderful place to visit. And, for the first time, in earnest, I tried to determine if that were Bad Pat or Good Pat.

By nightfall, though, I once again began to doubt my decision. I hadn’t seen any form of civilization in hours—only winding roads and trees. When I was just about to pull off to retrieve the map, I saw the little green sign that read Bay View, five miles. I coasted into the small town and searched for anything that resembled a hotel, as I wanted a warm bath, a soft bed, and the comfortable pajamas I had packed. The highway ambled through the outskirts of the city, and just as I thought I might have to stop and ask someone where I could find accommodations, a grand old house surrounded by wrought iron fencing came into view. The rusty old gates were swung permanently open. The large, black-lettered sign that hung by wire on the fence just to the left of the drive read:

BOARDING HOUSE;
ROOMS RENTED BY THE DAY,
WEEK, OR MONTH

Almost instinctively, I drove up the shrub-lined drive, parked, and got out of my car. The mansion loomed in front of me like something out of a late-night scary movie. The building stone had turned green from the ivy shrubbery that crawled up the entire front of the facade like a creature stretching out its tentacles. It reminded me of that movie about the kid in the jungle with the overzealous plant on steroids that swallowed up whole cop cars. Yet the grandeur of the building’s once-magnificent presence lingered. There was something intriguing about the old place. The mahogany entry doors, once beautiful, looked worn, scratched, and perhaps even a little warped, yet something was beckoning me to come inside. I grabbed my bag out of the trunk, walked up the few steps, and turned the knob. When I stepped through the front door, I felt like I had just come home.

The manager said his name was Ted or Todd or whatever it was he mumbled. Once I shelled out the deposit, he led me to a room. Without so much as giving me a chance to get a good look at the stately old manor, he raced up the grand old staircase, taking the steps two at a time. Clean linens were bundled under his arm like a cowboy’s bedroll, and my suitcase was swinging from his hand. I scurried behind him like an obedient child. When we reached the top of the stairs, I followed him down a long, narrow hallway. B-Pat and G-Pat took the opportunity to weigh in on the matter: We’re only staying one night. ~ Are you kidding, I love this old place!

Reaching the end of the corridor, he inserted a key into the last door and swung it open. Hastily, he pointed out the shared bathroom at the end of the hall and explained that there was no cooking in the rooms, along with the fact that I could get clean linens daily for an extra fee. He then deposited the bedroll on the bare mattress and shut the door behind him. I rolled my eyes as he left the room, thinking I had perhaps made a poor choice. I swore I’d never be spontaneous again, and was convinced it was Bad Pat who was voting to stay in the dimly lit room with the drab, dirty-beige walls that pleaded for a coat of fresh paint. I picked up my small suitcase from just inside the door where the manager had dropped it. I crossed the floor to place it on the only other piece of furniture in the room–a small chair, which stood just under a small window. I wondered how I found myself in such a place. However, by the time I had made up the bed with the linens, taken a leisurely bath in the deep clawfoot tub in the shared bathroom, donned my comfy-fuzzy favorite pair of pajamas, and crawled into bed, I felt quite content. The cot of a bed looked lumpy and bumpy but proved not to be, and I felt undeniably comfortable once snuggled in.

Sometime after that, I had fallen asleep and dreamed of Mary. A young girl, whose name was Mary Watson, was boarding a train. I instinctively knew the era she was in by the old train station surroundings and the manner in which she was dressed. I was sure it was the mid-1920s. It was a small rural station with a wooden platform, not crowded, but lively. It was fall, early fall. The trees were bursting with an array of color—crimson red, vibrant gold, and even those that had yet to turn offered a dramatic green. The colors were crisp from the cool night’s breeze, yet with the rising sun, the summer’s heat had returned and was almost stifling. It was a stale, breezeless, tension-charged kind of day that usually came before a storm. Mary stood next to her father. She was young, sixteen perhaps. She was innocent. I could see it in her eyes. She was also very pretty. Her hair was the color of wheat, but more than that. If you’ve ever driven through the countryside and come up over a hill to a field of wheat with the sun shining upon it and a gentle breeze making it dance like it was alive—that was the only way to describe the color of Mary’s hair. Her perfect complexion would have been the envy of any woman. Her features were soft and delicate, yet distinct and classic. The type of young woman you just knew would mature into a timeless beauty. Not unlike most of the heroines I wrote about. My head was always full of characters—beautiful brave young women and dashingly suave heroes that filled all the pages of my novels—but this one was different. Mary was neither brave nor daring. She was more like me—a little forlorn mixed with a tinge of self-doubt—though I was sure Mary was more afraid than I ever remembered being. I could feel it. She was saying goodbye to her father.

“Oh, Papa,” her voice quivered. She was trying to be brave, but her tears wouldn’t stop. She buried her face in her father’s shirtsleeve and wondered why she had to leave on the train and go to meet her Aunt Matilda and get a job in the city working for the Coltons. She didn’t even know them!

Her father cradled the back of her head in his palm and hugged her tightly to his chest, deeply inhaling the sweetness of her golden hair. He kissed her forehead softly. “Goodbye, pumpkin.”

My heart ached for him as I watched him force his lips into a smile while he begged his arms, as well as his heart, to let her go. Mary reluctantly pulled herself from his embrace and somehow forced herself to move toward the train. I could feel the weight in her legs as she reluctantly climbed each step. She repeated softly to herself, “Don’t look back. Don’t look back.” Reaching the top step, she ran her hands through her thick blonde hair then wound it tightly at the back of her head. She pulled hairpins from her pocket and secured them into place. She felt just as trapped as those strands of hair, but there wasn’t much she could do about it.

As she settled herself into the velour cushion, I found myself snuggling my head into the feather pillow. Then the rest of the story came to me. I felt sorrow learning that Mary’s mother had died when she was only eight. Learned, not dreamed. Not imagined, but learned. It wasn’t ideas weaving thoughts in and out of my mind as a storyline developed, but more like facts of which I had just become aware. Mary had a brother—Johnny—who had died in the First World War. She was going to the city because her aunt had found her a job.

It was very clever how he had made it all look like my idea, made me think it was my next novel coming to life. I threw back the covers and jumped from the little cot. I needed to get to a phone, needed to call John. I needed a computer, a desk, a couple reams of paper, and some coffee. I had work to do.

 


Chapter 3

August 1926

The smell of coffee tickled Mary’s nose and meandered through her thoughts as though it were part of her dream. She was in between sleeping and being awake. She liked that place. Slowly, she noticed the train was still, and she opened her eyes. Next was the sound of the porter making his way down the aisle, offering steaming hot coffee. Before she knew it, she was fully awake, and the porter was standing next to her.

“Coffee, miss?” he asked.

She refused politely. The porter, noticing her disheveled appearance from her unpleasant sleep, offered, “There are sleeping berths you could retire to, miss.” He knew she had stayed in the riding car the entire night but hadn’t been able to bring himself to wake her. Mary blushed. She knew she should have moved to the berth when most of the other passengers had done so, but the storm they had encountered just after sunset had worried her too much for her to crawl into the little cubby. She simply thanked the porter, and he went on his way.

She looked out the window toward the train platform. Last night, the glass had been covered with a smeary mess from soot and rain, but it was now reasonably clean. She was sure she must look a fright and strained to see her reflection in the pane as she wet her fingertips with her tongue and smoothed down her hair.

“Good morning, Miss . . .?”

Mary turned to look at the bold little man for an instant before she realized he was inquiring of her name, yet before the thought registered enough for her to respond, he continued in his nasally voice.

 “So the conductor tells me you all ran into a little bad weather last night.”

Mary nodded her head silently in response. She found him quite unnerving, even though he wasn’t horrible looking, she supposed. He had a roundish face, with small eyes. She thought they were blue, or perhaps brown. It was hard to see them behind the wire spectacles he wore. His hair, a sandy brown, was slightly receding at the top.

“You’ve been riding long?” he asked, settling himself into a comfortable position in the seat directly across from her. She noticed he was stout, to the point that when he sat, his folded hands rested on his belly and not on his lap.

“Since yesterday morning,” she replied shyly.

“Well, it sure didn’t break up the heat any,” he chortled as he reached into his pocket for a kerchief. He removed his wire spectacles and wiped the tiny drops of perspiration from his brow.

Mary’s puzzled look made him clarify his statement.

“The storm, I mean. It’s still hotter than blazes. And it made the train an hour off schedule to boot.” He returned the kerchief to his pocket, as he reached for his watch, which hung on a long gold chain.

Mary wondered what time it was but didn’t bother to ask as he had already snapped the cover shut and returned the watch to a small vest pocket.

“Bellows. Ezra J. Bellows is the name, but my friends call me Izzy.” He extended his hand, and Mary shook it timidly.

“I’ve been on a buying trip. Have to get the new fashions in the store before fall. You wouldn’t believe how many waistcoats I’ve looked at this week.”

Mary sat quietly as she smoothed first her dress and then her hair, then suddenly realized that Mr. Bellows was asking her another question.

“Pardon me?”

“I was inquiring of your destination?” he clarified.

“Bay View,” she stuttered slightly.

Ezra Bellows laughed. It was a deep throaty gurgle. “Well, my goodness, what a coincidence. Did I mention I own a clothing store?” He didn’t wait for a response, just marched his dialogue right over the top of Mary’s head. Her raised eyebrows had done nothing to stop him. “Yes, we can dress ’em from top to bottom, inside and out,” he boasted. “Did I tell you I have a son?”

Mary said nothing, nor did her expression acknowledge his question. It didn’t take her long to realize that he was going to continue the conversation whether she responded or ignored.

“Probably about the same age as you,” he prodded. “He’s sixteen. A strapping young lad, he is. How old do you think I am?” he insisted. “Just guess, take a guess.”

“Forty!”

The number came out of nowhere and spurted from her lips before her mind even registered the thought. Then she waited. She waited for the look of shock if the number was too high, or a kind smile if the number were less than his actual years. Neither emotion crossed his face. Instead, he fell silent immediately after he mumbled, “Thirty-two.” Mary couldn’t help the feeling of embarrassment that rose within her chest. She kept telling herself she hadn’t meant to hurt the man’s feelings. She lowered her eyes, but it wasn’t helping the uncomfortable way she felt. Finding some kind of inner strength, she moved closer to the window, turned her head to look at the countryside, and tried to pretend he wasn’t there.

After a short while, Ezra lifted his chin and, without turning his head, let his eyes absorb her loveliness. How breathtakingly beautiful she was. He thought to himself how lucky he had been to find a vacant seat across from her when he boarded the train. Perhaps a little weary looking, but still a choice bit of calico. He had offered his reason for travel in hopes she would do the same. He thought how strange it was that suddenly the new fashions in men’s apparel, which he had deliberated over for weeks, had somehow become unimportant in her company. Forty, had she said forty? The number echoed in his head as he slowly moved his eyes over the young thing. Yes, she was young, so young. How could he have imagined she would think of him as anything other than an old man? He wondered why he had stated his age so apologetically. After all, thirty-two wasn’t old. It just felt old. He felt old. Forty, she had said. Yes, he thought, he felt forty.

She was young, sixteen perhaps. She was dressed neatly in a simple cotton dress, thin with wear. Ezra watched shamelessly the rise and fall of her breast as she breathed in a slow and steady rhythm. Her innocence made her seem like a child, but her body was surely that of a young woman. Ezra dragged his gaze slowly over the length of her. Her hands lay neatly folded in her lap. He was convinced the flowery print covered shapely thighs and calves. He noticed the worn shoes, which were missing a few buttons here and there, and only because of his fashion sense, knew they were extremely outdated. A farm girl, he supposed. Probably her first time away from home, he presumed. Her name was Mary, he did know that much, and she was going to Bay View. Perhaps they would meet again. He toyed with the thought for a moment, but Bay View was a large city. He wished she had been more talkative.

Her sun-streaked hair was pulled back from her face and pinned haphazardly at the nape of her neck. Ezra noticed the way she constantly smoothed it and rechecked the pins, leading him to believe it usually hung free around her shoulders. Her eyes, though he could not see them with her head turned toward the window, were vivid green. Never had he seen such green eyes. They were like emerald forests. What mysterious wonders they must hold. Watching her so intently, he began to imagine her hair floating down from its confines to float freely around her, her emerald eyes shining with the brilliance of hidden jewels in a mysteriously tangled forest. Her soft skin, how silky it would feel to his touch. Slowly he dragged his eyes down the length of her, letting his mind linger over each inch of unmolested virgin skin, imagining how tantalizing it would feel under the tips of his fingers. Suddenly something began to stir within him. At first, it had been almost unrecognizable. Had it truly been so long since he had felt that way? Had hatred and shame not only turned his heart to stone but his body as well? Yet there was no denying the feeling slowly building up inside him. He closed his eyes, almost afraid of the creature who dared to break down the wall he had built around himself. He hung his head. It was those eyes, those mesmerizing green eyes.

 


Chapter 4

Matilda Bryer waited at the Bay View train station for her niece’s arrival. She paced back and forth impatiently, waiting. The noonday sun beat down upon her, and she waved her lace handkerchief insistently at her face, trying to circulate the stifling air. She straightened the hair combs that held her mousey brown hair off her neck, then attempted to flatten a persistent curl near her temple that refused to stay in place. It was of no use—the humidity always caused her hair to curl and wave. She pushed at the nosepiece of her wire-rimmed glasses, inching them back up her nose and over her lackluster hazel eyes, though the sweat slid them right back down again. She furrowed her brow and pinched her nose in defeat. She scolded herself silently for not phoning the station to inquire if the train was expected to be on time before closing the library to hurry there only to find it was delayed an entire hour.

Now, at the age of forty-three, Matilda was quite set in her ways. She had never married, and if she were to admit to the truth, she had never had the opportunity. Her one true love was Mary’s father, Julius Watson, but that was a love filled with bitterness and sorrow. Now, after so many years had passed, she still cursed the day she first met him, and yet she knew she also cherished it.

She found it quite befitting that she would now be responsible for the welfare of Julius’s only daughter. She wondered why she had even suggested such an undertaking to her dead sister’s husband. She would not allow herself to admit it was out of spite, for deep in her heart, she felt Mary should have been her daughter. Hers and Julius’s. She had tried to get the girl after Jolene died, and again after Mary’s brother had been killed, but now that Julius would no longer be able to care for the child, Mary would be hers. Julius would be left without anyone, the same way she had been left after he and Jolene had snuck away in the night to be married.

As all the old memories seeped back into her mind, her muscles tightened, and her back stiffened, which only accentuated her tall, thin frame. Oh why, she wondered, had life been so unfair? Was it fair that Jolene had been blessed with beauty and she had not? Was it fair that Julius had courted her only to be closer to Jolene, who was too young to have a beau? Was it fair that she believed all the sweet things Julius had told her, only to realize later he had been thinking of Jolene as he had spoken them? Oh, but as hard as she might try, she could not hate Julius, for she could still remember his gentle touch, his soft caresses, the way her skin would tingle when his hand gently brushed her cheek, the burning flame that would rise within her when she dared to let him kiss her lips. No, she could never hate Julius. He was the only man who had ever paid her any mind. She had convinced herself, after years of practice, that it was Jolene who was to blame. Jolene had stolen her one true love, her only hope for happiness.

The distant sound of a train whistle broke her concentration, and she turned to see the billowing smoke filling the air in the distance. She stopped her pacing and replaced the nervous energy by tapping the toe of her shoe against the wooden platform. The train at last chugged slowly to a stop in front of her, and the station became a frenzy of porters pushing baggage carts and placing steps. Passengers weary and impatient to get to their destinations or embark on their journeys filled the small platform. Matilda, her impatience building, stretched her neck and strained her eyes up and down the length of it, peering into every face as the many people began to bustle around her. Julius had told her she would be sure to recognize Mary, as she was the spitting image of Jolene at that age. “At that age,” he had written, and Matilda couldn’t help but believe he had written it on purpose, to remind her that Mary was the same age now as Jolene had been when she and Julius ran off together.

Where is that girl? she silently insisted. People rushed past her as she stood firmly against their nudges and jolts.

“Excuse me.” The man tipped his hat slightly to apologize for bumping into her.

Matilda, recognizing the voice, turned immediately.

“Well, what a surprise!” she practically squealed. Her shrill voice grated on the man’s nerves much like a cat’s claws sliding down a tin roof.

“Well, well, Miss Bryer.” His tone was cold and definitely irritated. “How nice to see you.”

Matilda ignored his sarcasm.

“I’m so glad I bumped into you,” she shrieked. “I was wondering if you would be free tomorrow?” Not waiting for a reply, she hurried her words, wanting to get them all out before he had a chance to refuse her invitation. “I thought you might be able to join us on a picnic. My niece is coming in on the train, and I thought you would like to meet her.”

Matilda was unaware that her piercing tone was keeping her from hearing the poor man’s decline of her invitation.

“No, I’m sorry,” he was almost pleading now.

“Mary, oh Mary!” Matilda shouted as she waved her hand in the air to get her niece’s attention as soon as she saw her peeking out from the train. She scurried across the platform, grabbed a startled Mary by the hand, and practically dragged her back to where she had been standing.

“Mary,” Matilda puffed, slightly winded. “I want you to meet a very good friend of mine. He lives just across the hall from me.”

Mary, staring at the woman who had just grabbed her and still trying to make sure it was indeed her Aunt Matilda, turned to accept the man’s extended hand. She placed her delicate hand in his before lifting her eyes to greet the beaming face of Mr. Ezra Bellows.

“Well, my my. This is a coincidence,” Ezra Bellows said and nearly drooled as he placed his free hand over Mary’s and enclosed her trembling fingers between his anxious ones. “So this is your niece?” he inquired of Matilda, though he had not removed his eyes from Mary’s face. Not waiting for a reply, he continued, still staring at Mary, though he was addressing her aunt. “What was it you were saying about a picnic, Miss Bryer?”

Mary sat quietly on the seat next to her aunt as they drove away from the station. She had convinced herself she would never have to see Mr. Bellows again once she arrived in Bay View and had remained seated when the train had stopped, giving him time to exit. Only after he had disappeared into the crowd had she moved to the exit. She had even peeked out onto the platform to make sure there was no sign of him. Now, as her luck would have it, she would spend yet another day with him, on a picnic no less.

“So, Mary, how was your trip? You must be exhausted!” Matilda asked, not taking her eyes off the road.

“Not really,” she answered over the noise of the auto. “My trip was fine.”

“So tell me, dear, what do you think of Mr. Bellows?”

Mary contemplated her answer carefully. From her aunt’s display in front of Mr. Bellows, it was plain to see she thought quite highly of him. Finally, she answered. “He seems very nice. Is he a widower?”

“Why do you ask?” Matilda asked defensively.

“Well,” Mary fidgeted with her hands, “he mentioned that he had a son.”

“Oh.” Matilda smiled, shaking her head in acknowledgment. “Tom . . . you’ll meet him tomorrow. I’m sure he’ll join us on the picnic. Though I should tell you,” her voice lowered, as if someone else were around to hear what she was about to say, “he’s a bit of a strange boy. Well, not strange,” she paused momentarily, then whispered, “I think he’s a bit simple-minded.”

“He must have been quite young when Tom was born?” Mary questioned, not so much out of curiosity, but simply trying to make conversation with the aunt she hardly knew.

Matilda’s head tilted slightly, but her eyes stayed affixed to the road ahead of her. “Why would you say that, dear?”

“When he and I were talking on the train, he told me he was thirty-two, and he mentioned that his son was about my age.”

Matilda peeled her eyes from the road for a split second to confront her niece. Then she quickly turned her attention back to her driving. Her eyes squinted through her spectacles, and the wrinkle lines increased on her forehead. “You and he spoke on the train?”

“Well, yes,” Mary answered, wondering why her aunt seemed so agitated. “He happened to be seated across from me. We didn’t speak all that much, though.”

“Well, Tom is at least your age. You must be mistaken, dear. Perhaps he said forty-two.”

“Perhaps,” Mary agreed, though she knew she was not mistaken.

Mary pretended to be interested as her aunt chatted gleefully about Mr. Bellows. He was not only a friend, but they lived across the hall from one another. Mr. Bellows Men’s Apparel, simply called Bellows, was a large clothier, which had previously been Goldman’s Mercantile. Erected decades earlier, Goldman’s Mercantile was on street level and the second story was his family’s home. When Mr. Bellows purchased the building, he had the second story renovated into four separate apartments. He and his son lived in one, and he rented out the other three, one of course to Matilda Bryer.

Finally, Matilda fell silent, and Mary was glad for that. She kept her head turned in hopes she would not ask her any more questions. As they passed field after field, small signs came into view, and Mary read them silently:

EVERY SHAVER—NOW CAN SNORE

SIX MORE MINUTES THAN BEFORE

BY USING BURMA SHAVE.

That night, Mary tossed and turned on the sofa bed Aunt Tildy had made up for her. The tiny apartment was very hot, and though an occasional breeze drifted through the open window, so did the noise from the street below. She tried to keep her mind focused on something other than the noise or the heat, but all that came to mind was the annoying Mr. Bellows and his son Tom. She had met Tom when they got back to her aunt’s apartment. Instantly, she found him more repulsive than his father. He was short and stout, like his father, but his hair was darker and had a slight curl. When he smiled, it was the same ridiculous grin as that of Ezra Bellows, a smirk that attempted to mask the fiendish glimmer the eyes held. Unlike his father, Tom’s eyes were dark, almost black. Mary didn’t like to look at him. She feared those empty dark eyes would swallow her up. Sleep eluded her. Each time she closed her lids, those dark eyes paraded through her head. When she finally managed to dismiss thoughts of Tom Bellows, she couldn’t help but recall the question Mr. Bellows had asked of her aunt earlier in the evening, inquiring if there had been any more attacks in the city while he was away. To think that someone was attacking young women in a city she was now to call home was terribly frightening. It was almost dawn before exhaustion overtook her and she had finally fallen asleep.

He had played the beast’s game for a long time before he finally lost to his cunning nature. Now, there was no stopping him. The beast had tasted the reward of victory, the enjoyment of the spoils. His satisfaction came from the prize awarded for winning the game. He now demanded attention. It didn’t matter whether his opponent agreed to the challenge. He was no longer a contender, but the victor, and his host only a pawn.

 


Chapter 5

Mary stood in front of the small mirror that hung over her aunt’s bureau in the single bedroom apartment. She stretched her arms over her head and yawned. Her aunt had awoken her early so she could take her to the Coltons’ before she went off to work at the library. Mary hadn’t slept well. It was her second night of tossing and turning on the sofa bed.

“Hurry along, dear,” Matilda’s squeaky voice drifted in from the kitchen.

Mary dressed quickly in her freshened-up cotton dress, her other belongings having been sent to the Coltons’ directly from the train. Now she wished she had kept out one of her better dresses. Still sleepy, she walked into the kitchen, brushing her long golden hair.

“Oh dear,” Aunt Matilda scolded, “that will never do. You need to pin up your hair. Mrs. Colton is a very proper woman. I’m sure she will provide you with a uniform, and I’m sure she will expect you to keep your hair in proper order.”

Not uttering a word, Mary dragged herself back to her aunt’s bedroom and reluctantly dug through the bottom of her satchel for the Kirby grips she had so eagerly deposited there the day before, then pinned her hair to resemble her aunt’s. She had seen a picture of the latest haircut fashion on the cover of a McClure’s Magazine at the train station and debated momentarily how she would look in a bob.

The entire half-hour drive to the Coltons’, Mary sat silently, listening to her aunt’s seemingly unending last-minute instructions.

“Don’t ever talk back to Mrs. Colton, or anyone in the house for that matter. Always mind your place. Remember, the Coltons are your employers. Don’t complain about anything. You know, there are probably a hundred young girls that would love the chance to have this position.”

Mary wasn’t sure she understood the whole arrangement, why Papa had sent her away to live with her aunt when she’d actually be living and working for the Coltons, but she had learned not to question Papa once his mind was made up. Perhaps she should tell him about the hundred other girls, yet she somehow knew it wouldn’t make a difference. She worried about him, though. He seemed to be visiting old Doc Gate much too often of late, even though he said it was nothing she should concern herself with. Her aunt was still lecturing when the Coltons’ home came into view. Matilda stopped her auto machine outside the heavy iron gates, and Mary stared at the enormous structure and couldn’t imagine someone actually lived there. It was bigger than the hospital in Spring City where they had taken her mother when she got the influenza. She watched her aunt push a button on a small box encased in the brick cornerstone that hinged the iron gates. A strange sounding voice came through in sequence with the static.

“May I help you?”

Mary sat dumbfounded, her eyes wide and mouth agape. After her aunt had answered back to the voice in the box, the tall iron gates swung slowly open as if by magic.

She stared in awe at the massively imposing brick mansion. The main part of the house stood three stories high and twice as wide. A four-story turret loomed just to the right of the main entry doors, which were of a highly polished dark mahogany and intricately carved. Two-story wings jetted out in either direction from the main house. The house was bigger than anything Mary had ever seen. Aunt Matilda had told her the Coltons were well-off, but that seemed like an understatement, for she was sure this was not a house but a castle. She had seen one in a magazine once, and this was pretty close.

“Well,” Matilda’s voice was impatient, “come on, dear.”

Mary was still sitting in the auto. Her eyes wandered over the entire facade, and she hadn’t realized her aunt had exited the car. Matilda was already knocking when Mary reached her side. After a short time, the door opened, and a pale man dressed in dark pants, a white shirt, and a brocade vest ushered them in.

Mary’s eyes darted around the large entryway, trying to see everything at once. She quickly surmised her whole house would most likely fit into the one room. She immediately wondered what on earth the Coltons did with all the other rooms in the house.

She stood quietly next to her aunt while taking in the entire expanse of the room, from the marble floor to the enormous crystal chandelier that sparkled from the high ceiling. Several small chairs and tables lined the walls. A large polished wood and marble table stood in the middle of the room and on top an enormous vase filled with beautiful flowers. Two marble cherub statutes, nearly Mary’s height, stood stately at the entrance to a hallway that seemed to go on forever. The man with the brocade vest said they could sit if they liked and that Mrs. Colton would be with them momentarily before he disappeared through one of several doors which lined the hallway.

A grand sweeping staircase rose from the center of the room, and Mary’s head raised as her eyes raced up each step and then suddenly halted on the figure of the woman who stood near the top. Mary watched the woman as she slowly descended the stairs. She supposed she was about the same age as her aunt, possibly a bit older, but that was the only thing this woman and her Aunt Matilda had in common. She had broad shoulders and an ample bosom and was neither thin nor fat, but more solidly built. Her hair, dark brown, curled back from her stern face that held no real expression. Even her eyes, which were coldly blue, seemed void of emotion.

“Good morning, Miss Bryer,” she said, and her firm voice filled the entire entryway. She had reached the bottom step.

“Good morning, Mrs. Colton,” Aunt Matilda responded. Mary stood silently by her side.

“This must be your niece?” Mrs. Colton inquired as she crossed the marble floor, her heels clicking on the polished surface.

When she stood directly across from them, Matilda answered, “Yes, this is Mary.”

Matilda gently nudged her niece.

“How do you do, ma’am?” he said, her voice barely audible.

“I hope you had a nice trip, dear.”

By the woman’s tone, Mary wondered if she was really interested in what kind of a trip she had. “It was fine,” Mary responded. Then with a subtle glare from her aunt, she quickly added, “Thank you, ma’am.”

“Well, I can see we are going to get along just fine.” Mrs. Colton sneered, and her steel blue eyes suddenly glittered with an expression Mary couldn’t quite comprehend.

“Well, then,” Matilda said abruptly, “I must be getting off to the library.”

“Of course,” Mrs. Colton agreed. “You go right ahead. Mary will be just fine. And as I told you before, Miss Bryer, you are welcome to visit Mary any time you like.” Then she added for clarification, “On her day off, of course.”

Matilda hugged Mary halfheartedly, and then with a brisk turn, she was gone.

“Well, now.” Mrs. Colton, crossing back toward the staircase, stopped suddenly, realizing Mary still stood silently near the door, clutching her satchel. “Come along,” she ordered. “I’ll show you to your room.”

Mary followed obediently behind her up the grand staircase, listening carefully as Mrs. Colton dispensed information.

“I’ve had your trunk put in your room—it arrived yesterday. Once you’re unpacked, I’ll have Charles carry it up to the attic for storage. This is the main stairway,” she waved her hand as if introducing Mary to the steps. “You will not use it unless instructed to. Later, I will have Margaret show you around the house and introduce you to the others. Bea will tell you what is expected of you, what your duties will be, and what you can and cannot do.” She briefly looked at Mary to emphasize her point.

The stairway wound around as it rose, so that now, at the very top, they faced the front of the house, where they paused for a moment. A large window overlooked the front entrance, and Mary watched as Aunt Matilda’s auto machine passed through the front gates, which then magically closed behind her. In some strange way, she suddenly felt she might miss her aunt.

Then Mrs. Colton’s arm was waving again. “Christina’s room. Christina, my daughter,” Mrs. Colton huffed, indignantly noticing Mary’s confused look and taking it to mean she had no idea to whom she was referring. “She’s still asleep. I will call for you when she is ready to meet you. Her room is down the hall, as are mine, Mr. Colton’s, and James’s. No one is permitted down that corridor unless instructed to be there.”

Mary’s expression had again questioned as she wondered who James was, but Mrs. Colton had already turned and was waving her arm toward a new corridor.

“Down this wing are the guest rooms. Charles, the butler—I’m sure he greeted you and your aunt at the door—also has a room in this wing.” She turned and proceeded down a long and narrower corridor in the opposite direction. They passed several closed doors before stopping in front of the last door on the right.

“This will be your room,” she said, opening the door and practically pushing Mary into the small room.

“I’ll let you settle in. You may use the facilities at the end of the hall to freshen up,” she said coldly. “If you need anything, you may ask Bea. She can be found in the kitchen, directly down these stairs.” She pointed to the narrow stairway directly across the hall from Mary’s room then closed the door. Mary listened to the sound of her heels clicking on the floor until they faded away then stood silently in the middle of the small room, unsure of what to do until she turned and spied her trunk. Kneeling in front of it, she dug out the key from her satchel and opened the lock. She lifted the cover and
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