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“The home to everyone is to him

his castle and fortress,

as well for his defense

against injury and violence,

as for his repose.”

 


—Edward Coke


~1~

 


Freezing rain pattered down on the streets.
Hapless pedestrians scurried from one covered area to another.
Winter tended to be an unpleasant time in Memphis, Tennessee.
Marcus Bishop didn’t have a problem with the weather; it was a fine
day for a homecoming. Having been away from his birthplace for the
last two years, Marcus couldn’t wait to be back on his home
turf.

He walked out of the airport, dragging his
suitcases behind; a blast of icy rain hit him. Reaching the curb,
Marcus saw a familiar, friendly face. A tall, thin, black man stood
next to a sedan limo, holding a sign with “Marcus Bishop” neatly
written on it. He was dressed in a suit with a dark gray wool
overcoat. Evidently he’d been standing there awhile as he appeared
quite wet.

“Don’t you think that’s a
little absurd, Richard?” Marcus said, his voice tinted with a
Southern accent. Hunching his shoulders, he tried to snuggle deeper
into his own black knee-length wool coat. He was about six feet
tall and stood eye to eye with Richard.

“Been a long time, boss,”
Richard replied in a heavy, deep drawl. Although they were born of
different race, creed, color, and social status, Marcus and Richard
were like brothers. Richard was five years older, and Marcus looked
up to him in an odd sort of way. It was the younger one who was
highly successful, plucking the older one from destitution, but he
still looked up to Richard. They had a level of trust only brothers
could share.

“Only two years; I haven’t
changed that much.” He grabbed the sign from Richard, giving him a
friendly hug. “I’m happy to be home; no more globetrottin’ for
me.”

“I’m just glad you’re
back; I’m tired of runnin’ the show.”

“Oh, come on, don’t tell
me you didn’t like bein’ the acting president of a multi-million
dollar publishing company?”

Richard opened the back door of the limo for
his boss. “Naw, you can keep it!” he jeered. Marcus climbed in.
Richard loaded the bags in the trunk, and hopped in the driver’s
seat.

“So, how is the ol’ town?”
Marcus asked.

“More depressin’ than you
left it. Economy’s been real tough on folks.”

He shook his head. “Damn…Come on, let’s
go.”

Richard programmed the GPS on the dash and
checked the traffic report. “I think we’re gonna take a detour. It
says there’s an accident on the I-55/I-240 interchange.”

“I’m in no hurry.” Marcus
settled back into the seat. The car was warm and
comfortable.

“I figure you’d be, since you’ve been gone
all this time. I’m sure you missed home.”

“Yeah, I did, but business needed to get
accomplished. Having new overseas contacts should be a real boost
for the company.”

Turning onto Lamar Avenue, Marcus gazed out
the window. It was evident the recession took its toll on Memphis.
Some streets had nearly every building boarded up. Houses were
overgrown with weeds and vines; vacant lots appeared more like
jungles than empty spaces. Marcus felt a sinking feeling in his
stomach; his good mood quickly turning sour. He loved this city.
For all the years he’d lived there, and all the money he donated to
help restore Memphis to its former grandeur, it was still
failing.

Decades earlier, his
father, Cecil, founded a small book printing operation on South
Main Street in downtown. After ten years, it was relocated to a
larger building on the outskirts of town. Marcus spent much of his
young life roving around the area. It was his town, and he loved
it.

He sighed, watching the miles of destitution
pass. Even with all his money, there wasn’t enough of it to make a
difference. At the age of twenty, he inherited the family business.
Now, fifteen years later, the corporation was flourishing, selling
nearly a billion books in the last year. The company employed
hundreds of local people, and it still wasn’t enough to help the
economy.

The limo slowed for traffic. An accident
tangled up the intersection between Central Avenue and Lamar. The
police were out along with ambulances and fire trucks. “I’m sorry,
boss, there seems to be an accident on this road as well,” Richard
said.

“Oh, that’s fine,” Marcus
replied. He didn’t have any qualms letting Richard do the driving.
In between the absentminded and overworked sides of his brain, he
was never a good driver. He’d been in more accidents than he could
count. So he hired Richard, bought a sedan limo, and was content to
be chauffeured around. The insurance company was much happier with
that arrangement.

He gazed out to the right. Three high-rise
apartment towers reached toward the dark sky. Sandwiched between
them was Ashlar Hall, one of the most mysterious buildings in the
city. It was a blocky, hulking piece of eclectic architecture
intimidating passersby with its heavy, gray Ashlar stone
construction resembling a late medieval-era castle. Standing two
stories tall, it was dwarfed by the buildings around, but it
remained no less frightening in its manifestation.

Gargoyles jutted from cornices and walls,
their gruesome faces belying their simple function of draining
water from the roof. The mansion was designed in an irregular shape
with massive towers rising above the building at multiple places,
crowned with stone battlements. Tall chimneys stretched beyond the
roof resembling sentry towers. Scraggly vines clung to some of the
stonework, further creating a picture of despondency. Marcus got
goose bumps every time he saw the old place.

He remembered the local Jaycees used to rent
it as a haunted house. Marcus wasn’t familiar with the whole
history of the hall; he knew it’d been there since the late 1800s
when the Snowden family built it. After they sold the property, it
became a restaurant for a while, then sat vacant for many years
before it was bought and turned into a nightclub called “The
Castle.” That didn’t last long. Area residents complained about the
noise, crowded streets, and the number of times the police were
called. Finally it was shut down. Again, the magnificent building
fell silent.

Unusual as the hall was, Marcus found
himself drawn to it. Although he had a business major from the
University of Memphis, he took several architecture classes as
well. Old buildings were a constant source of fascination. He loved
the odd and bizarre; the stranger, the better. Something about this
old mansion intrigued him, tantalized him. He found himself drawn
to it, almost magnetically, and he wasn’t sure why.

“Richard?”

“Yes, boss?”

“Can you pull
over?”

“What for?”

Marcus held his gaze on the building. “Well,
traffic’s at a standstill, and I wanted to check out that old
building.”

“Ashlar Hall? Are you
crazy?”

“What? It’s just a
dilapidated mansion.”

Richard glanced over his shoulder. “Some say
the place is haunted.”

“Nonsense! You say that
’cause they used to hold a haunted house there.”

“No, I’ve heard a few
local folks say they’ve seen and heard things.”

“Oh? Like
what?”

Richard maneuvered the car into a parking
lot. “Like the gargoyles screaming.”

“Come on, that’s silly.”
Getting out, Marcus said, “Are you coming?”

“Oh no, not on your life!”
Richard retorted.

Marcus laughed and closed the door. “Fine,
I’ll go by myself.” He found a gap in the rough wood fence and
walked toward the house. To his left, he saw a swimming pool. The
water was dark brownish-green, filled with mosquito larvae, and
even in the frigid cold, the putrid smell of decay reached his
nose. Amidst the floating leaf litter were the rotting corpses of
several birds. The pool had an irregular shape, wrapping partly
around the outline of the house. Heading to the west side of the
building, he thought there might be an entrance there.

Marcus stopped when he reached the porch
stairs. Looking up, he saw ivy swallowing much of the façade. Here
and there, he could see magnificent columns and intricately
chiseled stonework. Heavy, rectangular windows graced the tower
rising from that side of the house. The grayness of the sky
transferred to the color of the stone. Despite its hidden beauty,
the hall looked uninviting on a day like this.

Stepping onto the porch, he noticed through
the grime, gray marble tiles edged with a mosaic border of green
and white marble. Perhaps with cleaning, it would show its true
beauty, he thought. Marcus peered through the filthy windowed doors
into a large entry hall. Heavy beams crossed the ceiling with
decorated plaster. There were a few club tables and chairs stacked
within view, and most of the interior appeared in reasonable
condition. He tried to visualize what the house looked like in its
heyday. “Beautiful,” he whispered.

He squinted, trying to see farther into the
house; a flash of something went past the hallway. It moved far too
fast to be a person. Marcus could feel the hair on the back of his
neck rise. What was that? he pondered, pressing his face against
the glass to get a better look. Then, it felt like something warm
caressed the back of his neck. He spun around to find nothing.
“What the?!” His heart pounded, and he was feeling decidedly
creeped out. The house appeared vacant, with no lights on. One car
could be seen in the parking lot with three flat tires.

As he turned, the wind shifted, and an eerie
shrieking sound echoed off the highrises. Marcus stopped in his
tracks. “No, no way, can’t be,” he said. The sound grew louder.
Nerve endings in his body prickled and twitched. He wasn’t sure of
the sound, but it didn’t seem good. Going down the stairs, he
walked into the small yard. High on the roof was a stone gargoyle.
Its mouth open, a dribble of water coming out. The figure’s eyes
were seemingly fixed on Marcus. The wind blew harder; rain and
sleet pelted down. A gust of wind lashed a tree branch against the
house with a loud crack. The shrill noise now sounded like it was
coming from somewhere else.

Marcus decided it was time to go. Out on
Lamar, the cars were moving; the accident had been cleared. He
hurried back to the limo and jumped in. “Wow!” he said, closing the
door.

“Is that place scary or
what?” Richard asked, starting the car.

“Beautiful, in a decidedly
haunting fashion.”

“Okay, boss, you had
enough spookin’ for the day?”

“Yes, I think so,” Marcus
said with a little laugh as he took off his coat, ran his fingers
through his dark brown hair, and wiped the rain from his face. He’d
be glad to get home, have a drink, and enjoy a hot shower. As
Richard pulled out of the parking lot, Marcus watched the hall
until it disappeared behind the highrise. He had a definite
fascination with the building, and was determined to see more of
it. What he didn’t realize: someone, something was watching, admiring
him—and she liked what she saw.

 


Turning on the shower, Marcus waited for the
water to get hot. He lived downtown in 67 Madison, one of the more
exclusive apartment buildings. It was chic, modern, and boasted
great views of the Mississippi River, Hernando de Soto Bridge, the
Pyramid, and Mud Island. Sure, he could afford to live anywhere,
but the apartment came with wonderful amenities. It suited him
perfectly as a bachelor pad. Considering it had three bedrooms,
Marcus could have started his family there, but Ashlar Hall and its
Victorian splendor enticed him more.

Not far away from his apartment was the Mall
on Main. Closed to car traffic, it gave someone on foot access to
places off the beaten path. One could catch the trolley, getting
around with comparative ease. Tomorrow, Marcus planned on lacing up
his tennis shoes and going for a walk. He wanted to see up close
and personal what happened during his absence. If what he saw on
the drive home gave any indication to the rest of the city’s
condition, he wasn’t going to be happy. How could things get this
bad? Was there no one on the city council willing to fight? Did the
mayor even think to take action?

Seeing steam rising over the shower door, he
went to get in. Marcus stopped as he passed the vanity mirror.
Rubbing his hand across his bare chest, he realized he needed to
get some sun. His skin was a pallid color, not his normal tanned
and toned. Two years spent hopping from country to country on
business left him with little time to enjoy life. It was everything
he could do to work out three times a week while on the road. His
last foray landed him in the United Kingdom for more than six
months. Marcus swore the sun only shined five days the entire time
he was there. Yes, that explains the pale skin, he thought,
climbing into the shower. He’d have to wait until summer to work on
his tan, figuring then he might make a concerted effort to find a
wife. For now, he’d be playing several months of catch-up at the
office. Bishop Publishing ruled his life, and for so many years,
he’d let it.

After showering, Marcus dried off, returning
to the vanity. Yawning, he felt the jetlag setting in. He finished
brushing his teeth, and went to bed. Silently drifting off to
sleep, dreams of Ashlar Hall filled his head. He dreamt of being in
the house, restoring it to its former glory. Marcus envisioned it
sitting on a low hill surrounded by a wide swath of green grass,
free from the overshadowing highrises. He desired to have the
magnificent building once again basking in uncluttered glory. The
hall seemed a thing of precious beauty. He wanted to preserve
it.

His dream continued. In one of the windows,
he thought he saw the image of a woman. It was faint, but she
appeared to be wearing a Victorian dress. He saw another woman,
kneeling next to a vibrant red rosebush by the house. She looked
beautiful, even though he couldn’t see her face. Deep inside,
Marcus could feel the restlessness of his soul. He longed to find
the perfect woman, to live in Ashlar Hall, have a family, and
continue with his success. Marcus yearned for the dream to come
true. Perhaps now he would find time to live, putting the
publishing business second. A wife, a beautiful home, a child to
inherit the empire; it was sounding better every day. A sinister
voice echoed through his dream telling him to leave well enough
alone.


~2~

Marcus awoke the next morning after a fitful
night of sleep. The woman in his dream wearing the Victorian dress
troubled him, her identity a mystery. Something about her didn’t
feel right. And what of the other beautiful woman? His curiosity
was piqued. Who were these women? Why was he having dreams about
them?

He climbed from bed, heading to the
bathroom. Staring into the mirror, his normally brilliant hazel
eyes were quite bloodshot. He sighed and got ready for the day. As
he staggered into the kitchen to make breakfast, a knocking on the
door startled him. He figured it was Richard, here to join him for
his downtown excursion.

“Morning,” Marcus said as
he answered the door.

“You okay, boss?” Richard
asked, seeing Marcus looking a little ragged.

He rubbed his face, realizing he’d forgotten
to shave. “Mmm, didn’t sleep well last night.”

“That ol’ place give you a
scare? You come out awful quick!”

“No, I came out quick
’cause it started raining harder.”

Richard smiled and shook his head. “Not the
way I saw it.”

“Shut up…” He went into
the kitchen. “You want breakfast?”

“Naw, I’m fine,
boss.”

Marcus got everything together and poured a
bowl of cereal. Normally during the weekdays, Richard had a key to
Marcus’s apartment and would come in, wake him if necessary, and
make breakfast. It just seemed to be a natural role to play for his
boss. Richard kept him on track, making sure he arrived at his
appointed meetings. He knew the success of Bishop Publishing, and
his own success lay with his employer. When it came down to
business, their friendship was put on hold and their game faces
took center stage.

“I wanna take a walk on
South Main today,” Marcus said, getting the milk and pouring some
into the cereal, and then into a glass. “What’s been going on down
there?” He munched loudly on the cereal.

“Not much, just a lotta
boarded-up warehouses in between a few businesses that managed to
make it through the worst of the recession.”

“Anything new
there?”

“I think I saw a new
restaurant getting ready to open.”

“That’s it?”

“Yup.”

“Such a shame. This city
has so much to offer.” Marcus finished breakfast. Dumping his
dishes in the sink, he dashed into the bathroom. Coming out a few
minutes later, he snatched his heavy coat from the back of a chair.
“Okay, let’s go.”

They headed out, going south on Main. The
storm passed, leaving everything cold and damp. Marcus enjoyed the
sensation of the concrete and asphalt under his feet. He felt a
deeper connection with everything going on. Sure, he could see
everything from the limo, but it made him feel distanced from the
problems. This way, he could take his time and make decisions
without worrying about traffic.

As Marcus passed the Orpheum Theater, he
took note of the building’s condition.

“You want anything toward
this?” Richard asked. He kept a small notebook and pen in his
pocket whenever he was out with Marcus, just in case his boss
decided to donate money to a cause.

“No, looks like they’re
doing well. Let’s keep going.” He walked for nearly a mile.
Occasionally, he’d comment on a building. Richard kept notes on
things that interested his boss. Working for Marcus turned out to
be the best job he ever held. The pay was good, and he got treated
with utmost respect. Having been his right-hand man for the last
few years, he helped Marcus divvy out money to charities. His
employer’s philanthropic attitude always impressed him.

Once they finished their tour of South Main,
Marcus turned to head home. “Hey, Rich?”

“Yeah, boss?”

“When we get back, can you
bring the car around?”

“Sure. You wanna make a
run to the factory?”

“Yes, and I also wanna go
by Ashlar Hall again.”

“You’re crazy! What is it
about that place?”

Marcus stopped at a street corner. “I dunno.
The architecture is downright amazing. I kinda hate seein’ it go to
waste. And the location’s horrible.” He held his hands out. “A
building like that should be placed on a gently sloping, grassy
hill with lots of mature trees around it…Yes, that’s what’d do the
place justice.”

Richard was aghast. “Don’t tell me you’re
thinkin’ of makin’ it a pet project?”

“Maybe,” Marcus
replied.

The signal changed and they crossed. “Don’t
you go gettin’ me involved in that place, I intend on stayin’ as
far away as I can. I still says it’s haunted.”

“Come on, quit saying
that. Yes, it’s an imposing lookin’ house, but haunted? Hardly,”
Marcus replied as he strolled onto the mall.

 


An hour later, they pulled into the small
parking lot in front of Ashlar Hall. Since the property straddled
the finger of land between Central and Lamar Avenues, it afforded
parking on either side. The long-established main entrance was the
north side. Two massive stone columns held up the front of the
porch; above, a heavy piece of pale gray stone inscribed: “Ashlar
Hall.” Tacked to the façade above the stone were the remnants of a
white metal sign. The word “Castle” could barely be made out of
broken neon letters. Six small steps led to the covered entryway,
and a large porch wrapped partly around the side of the house. “So,
I guess you’re gonna stay in the car, huh?” Marcus teased.

“Damn
straight!”

“Wuss!” he said, getting
out. He went to the front of the old, twisted iron fence; a sign
hung on it advertising the property for sale. Taking out his phone,
he dialed the number. “Hello? Yes, my name is Marcus Bishop…Uh,
yeah, that Marcus Bishop… You’ve heard of me? Oh, yes, books,
right…Hey, I’m standing here in front of Ashlar Hall, and I’d like
to see more of it…You can? Fantastic! Okay, I’ll wait for you.
Thanks, good-bye.” Taking his time, Marcus wandered around the
house, looking at the architecture. Some of it was difficult to see
because it had been overgrown with weeds and vines.

Forty-five minutes later, the real estate
agent showed up. He found Marcus sitting on the north porch.
“Howdy,” he said, offering his hand. “Phillip Bond.”

Marcus stood and took his hand. “Marcus
Bishop.”

“Nice ta meet ya. I’ve
heard lots about your generosity.” Phillip was an older man,
perhaps in his late fifties. A small paunch of a belly pushed out
from his waistline; his head was ringed with gray hair, and he
sported a close-clipped beard.

“This city’s always been
kind to me; I wanna give back to it.”

“Well, we certainly
appreciate it.” He fished in his pocket for the keys. “Shall we go
take a look inside?”

Marcus nodded. “Yes, I’ve been around the
outside a few times, so I’m ready to see what the inside has to
offer.”

“Certainly.” He unlocked
the door, pushing it open. “Supposedly, nearly everything has been
kept as close to original as possible. But I think that’s a stretch
considering the last use of the building had been a nightclub. So
you’ll find some strange stuff in there.” He found the keypad and
turned off the alarm.

“Well, let’s see.” Marcus
walked through the entryway, into the central hall. Immediately he
knew he was in an old house. There was the unmistakable damp, musty
smell hanging heavy in the air. He marveled at the elongated
octagon shape. Stopping in the middle, he gazed up and saw the
upstairs opening that mirrored the shape of the
downstairs.

“Wow,” he said softly,
surveying the architecture. There were very little in the way of
walls, the floor plan opened into all the rooms branching from it.
Amidst the graceful arches and fabulous friezes, was a smattering
of outlandish stainless steel art deco wall hangings which appeared
completely out of place. A giant stainless chandelier of sorts hung
through the opening between floors. Marcus had no doubt the hall
served as a club. Most of the area was painted white; the dark,
dusty wood floor had many scrapes and scratches from years of
use.

“Where would you like to
start?” Phillip said after a few moments.

“Uh, please, lead on.”
Marcus waved his hand with a flourish.

“How about we start to our
left and work our way around?”

“Sounds good.” As Marcus
turned to follow; he felt something warm brush the back of his
neck. He glanced over his shoulder and found nothing. Twice now
something like that had happened, and he was beginning to wonder.
He tried his best to dismiss the feeling that he was being
watched.

Phillip led him to the library, a
decent-sized room. A fireplace was centered on the east wall next
to a door leading to the porch. Marcus imagined how comfy the room
would be with a few overstuffed dark leather chairs, small tables,
and shelf upon shelf of books. Yes, sitting by a roaring fire,
reading a book, and sipping on a glass of scotch; that seemed
fantastic. For now, it contained a messy rabble of dusty club
chairs and other assorted furniture.

Next, they passed by the grand staircase.
Another odd stainless sculpture stood in front of the windows with
TVs inserted at various angles. Marcus noted the beautiful stained
glass windows. The banister and wainscoting were white, contrasting
to the dark stairs. Continuing, they went through a doorway and
into a small alcove. “On your right is what used to be the butler’s
pantry,” Phillip said, leading the way. A narrow set of stairs led
up to the second floor and down to the basement. Through another
door, the kitchen. Large refrigerators took up much of the space.
Freestanding metal shelves and counters snaked around the room with
various industrial food preparation appliances on them.

As they turned right, going through the
pantry, an open, airy, breakfast room branched off to the left. The
windows let in a good deal of light, despite being overgrown with
vines. They sauntered through the conservatory with its vaulted
ceiling, and into the dining room. At over twenty feet long and
seventeen feet wide, it was a lovely expanse of a room. Marcus
tried to envision what dining in this room would have been like at
the turn of the century. The grand table set with fine silver,
china, and heavy candlesticks. Pointing to the southwest, a large,
arch-shaped bay with triple windows. A fireplace graced the corner
on the east, which would provide toasty warmth.

“My God, I never thought
the place would look like this!” Marcus gasped, impressed, despite
a pool table sitting where he thought the dining table should
be.

“A rare beauty,
huh?”

“Definitely. Quite rough,
though. Being a nightclub didn’t do it justice.” They continued
past the main entry—the west hall, and into the parlor, situated in
the northwest corner. The room mirrored the dining room in size and
many details. Tables, chairs, a bar, and other club articles
crammed the space. Along the way, Marcus noted the occasional
bullet hole in mirrors, windows, and some of the stainless art deco
sculptures positioned around the house. Most of the sculptures had
TVs recessed into ragged openings. They were an odd contrast to the
intricate stained glass windows, fabulous plaster, and fine crafted
woodwork.

“Okay, well, that’s pretty
much it for the ground floor; there’s the second floor, attic, and
basement yet to see.”

“How many square feet in
this place?”

“Over eleven thousand,
according to the owner.”

“Oh, yes, by the way,
who is the
owner?”

“Ever heard of Prince
Mongo?”

Marcus smiled. “Who hasn’t? He’s been a
figure in Memphis for years. Strangely enough, in all my years
living here, I’ve never actually crossed paths with him.”

“Yes, well, he still owns
it.” Phillip leaned against the doorjamb. “I’m fairly confident you
two associate in very different circles.”

Marcus walked around the parlor and studied
the fireplace. The opposite wall contained a small alcove which
housed another bar. “Hmm, should make for some interesting
negotiations then.” Picking his way through the bar chairs and
tables to the semicircular bay, he gazed out the huge bank of
windows. Above the large panes were smaller stained glass panels
embellished with small white flowers, green leaves, and border of
swirled tan and crème.

“I’ve met him once or
twice; interesting would be correct in your assumption.” Phillip joined him at
the bay of windows. “Shall we see the upper floors?”

“Sure.”

The realtor led the way out of the parlor.
On the left was a narrow stairwell going to the basement. “They put
these stairs in, taking out a powder room. Funny, this whole house
only has five bathrooms!”

“I figure that would’ve
been a drawback to being a restaurant and club.”

“Yeah, and one of the
bathrooms is in the attic. That’s where the servants used to
live.”

“How many bedrooms are up
there?”

“Mmm, three, I think,”
Phillip replied, going up the grand staircase. They paused on the
landing to look at the massive stained glass windows. “Uh, I heard
these windows were imported from Italy.”

“Very nice.” Marcus ran
his hand over the multicolored pieces of glass. Reaching the top of
the stairs, they stopped in the central hallway. Marcus peered
through the opening to the main floor.

“Oh, supposedly a big,
fancy chandelier used to hang there, not that thing,” Phillip
commented.

Marcus nodded. “I can see
it…Not sure what this thing
is.” He glanced up. Something caught his
attention near the ceiling by the big stainless fixture, and he
wasn’t sure what it was. To him, it looked like a wrinkle of light.
He looked across the hall to see if it was perhaps light coming in
through the window and reflecting off the metal. He studied the
area for a moment, not seeing anything else. Everywhere he went in
the house, he felt like he was being watched. He hoped it was just
his imagination running wild with all the stories he’d heard of
ghosts in the hall. Marcus had no clue that he was being watched
intently—very intently.

Oh dear! she thought, making a hasty retreat
behind the chandelier. Did he see me? Hopefully not, but she’d
gotten a real good look at him. Floating a few inches from the
ceiling, she carefully observed. His handsome features had her
spirit heart in a flutter. However, she had one problem: he was
still very much alive. Was he going to be the one? Did he want the
house? If he did, she’d be overjoyed. She hoped he’d be that
attractive in the afterlife.

Phillip turned left and continued the tour.
“This area is rather interesting…There’s the stairs leading to the
upper floor, lots of storage space, and another bedroom.” He passed
through the dressing room and into the cluttered sleeping porch.
“When it got really stinkin’ hot in the summer, sometimes the
Snowdens would sleep out here.”

“That’s right, no air
conditioning…Makes you wonder how mankind lived without it,” Marcus
commented as he looked at the worn white paint on one wall.
“Downright miserable.”

“Well, Mr. Bishop, you
don’t have to worry, the hall got retrofitted with central air
years ago.”

“Figured it would be.” He
wandered through the dressing room and into the master bath. Fitted
for commercial use, the bathroom wasn’t particularly attractive:
papered in gaudy psychedelic purple wallpaper with green and black
tile. Marcus figured with some period Victorian porcelain fixtures,
tile, and lots of marble, it would again be a grand
sight.

Carrying on, they went into the master
bedroom. At nearly twenty-five feet long from the middle of the bay
window to the door leading to the main hall, it boasted the
ultimate in living space. A fair amount of damage had been
sustained to the ceiling above the bay windows. Marcus wondered if
water caused it. Heavy black curtains draped most of the window,
shielding out the hazy winter light. Another door led to a small
parlor above the west entry porch. Then they moved on to the
bedroom above the main parlor. “This bedroom’s called the Ash
Bedroom; it used to have burled ash woodwork insets. There’s a
small balcony outside, and the fireplace is blocked up, but I’m
sure you can open it,” Phillip added.

Marcus moved about the room. It contained
yet another bar, but seemed nice. He wondered if any ash remained
under all the heavy, dark paint. “Okay,” Phillip said. “The next
room on the list I guess you could call the guest bathroom. They
passed through the relatively simple bathroom and into another
bedroom. Marcus marveled at all the little passageways. It seemed
the majority of the rooms were connected. Here and there, he’d see
a closet, or a nook for storage, but the floor plan remained
remarkably open.

Phillip took him to the attic where he saw
what used to be the servants’ quarters. He noticed more damage to
the drywall and some of the wood slats behind it. Marcus prayed the
roof wasn’t leaking. Considering the age of the building and the
lack of current maintenance, he figured there might be problems. He
hoped it would be a worthwhile investment, a lot of restoration
work needed to be done.

“All right, last stop’s
the basement,” Phillip said as he tromped down the stairs into the
chilly basement. As Marcus came down the steps, he felt a waft of
air go by him. A cold chill ran up his spine. What on earth was
that? he thought. Most of the basement walls were painted black.
Several parts of the drop ceiling had fallen, leaving twisted metal
strips hanging in view. In the center of the floor was a large,
strange mosaic of a rather Picasso-like face outlined in tiles. A
wrinkled sign hung on a wall next to it, saying: “Positively No
Dancing, Atonement Only.” A long bar filled one wall; another room
lead off from the main area.

“Well, that’s about it,”
Phillip said. “There’s a door over there leading to the pool, and
more bathrooms down here; at one time the restaurant used it for
dining and a bar.” He turned and went up to the main floor and
outside. Marcus took one last look around as he
followed.

Back outside, Phillip locked the door and
went to his car. Marcus walked slowly, occasionally glancing at the
building. He stopped when he reached Phillip.

“Well, what do you think?”
Phillip asked. He reached in the car and took out a bulletin with
property information on it. “Here’s some more
particulars.”

“Thanks…I like it,” Marcus
replied, staring at the building. “I have to make a few phone calls
and I’ll let you know my decision.”

“It was a pleasure meetin’
you, Mr. Bishop. I hope we can do business.”

“I’m sure we can.” He
turned to leave, then stopped. “By the way, I’ve had numerous
people say Ashlar Hall is haunted. Do you know if there’s any truth
to that?”

Phillip scratched his chin. “Well, Sir, I
can tell you, I’ve been in there quite a few times showing it to
folks, and I’ve never seen or heard anything strange.”

“Mmm, think it’s just
folklore?”

“Dunno really. If there
are ghosts, they’ve been mighty polite to me.”

He took a few steps toward the limo. “Right,
thanks. I’ll be in contact.” Stopping at the back door of the car,
Marcus gazed up to the northeast bedroom. A hint of movement caught
his eye.


~3~

 


A woman wearing a long, heavy, cream-colored
Victorian dress walked toward him. Her face was hidden by a veil.
She carried a small black and white purse. Stopping in front of
him, she took the purse in both hands, opening it. Inside, was a
demon, its eyes glowing like fire. It shrieked loudly and sprang
from the purse, its full size morphing into something like a large
pit bull. Its body was a dark stone gray; its head appeared like a
lion with a short, shaggy mane. Across its back were bony ridges
that culminated in a tail shaped like several wilted leaves.
Considering it wasn’t a very large demon, it had him terrified. He
could hear the ticking of its toenails on the concrete driveway as
it approached.

Making a mad dash, the demon tried to attack
him. He ran; it gave chase, closing the distance. He could hear it
snarling and shrieking. Looking over his shoulder, he realized
there wasn’t one demon, there were seven, all in pursuit; their
screams echoing through his mind. Running through the grass, he
tried to hide in the trees, the demons hot on his heels. With all
his might, he tried to fight them off, but the demons devoured him.
He plummeted down a black hole, into a world of restless spirits,
trapped there forever.

Marcus crashed to the
floor as he fell out of bed. His body covered with sweat, and
gasping for air, he looked around wildly, afraid the nightmare he’d
just had was real. It felt
real. So vivid was the dream, he swore he could
feel the demons’ teeth sinking into his flesh. As he regained his
senses, he wondered why he’d been having all these bad dreams. Was
Richard right? Was Ashlar Hall haunted like so many said? Was that
an angry spirit brushing by him in the basement yesterday? No, no,
it all had to be local folklore, just stories told to scare kids at
Halloween.

Trying to settle back to sleep, Marcus ran
down his list of things to do for the day. He needed to make
several phone calls, and also go for a drive. If he bought the
mansion, there was no way in hell the building was going to stay
there, especially since he wanted to move into it. Yes, his luxury
apartment was nice, but it was nice for a bachelor. If he had
children, they needed room to roam and play. An apartment wasn’t
the place. He wasn’t getting any younger, and there was the
unmistakable itch to find someone to share his life with.

 


As he lay face down in bed, Marcus swore he
smelled coffee. The rich, deep aroma of Arabica beans, freshly
ground and brewed. With just a touch of cream and some sugar, he
could almost taste it. This was a far better dream than he’d had
earlier.

Inhaling a little deeper, he recognized the
wonderful aroma was actually real. Opening his eyes, he found a
white coffee cup near his nose. “Rise and shine, beautiful,”
Richard joked.

Marcus pulled the covers over his head.

“Come on, you got work to
do today. The plans for the new paper mill are sittin’ on your
desk.” Richard tried to urge his boss to action.

“Leave me alone. I had a
horrible nightmare last night.”

“See, I told ya, that ol’
place is gonna haunt you.”

He rolled over, pulled the covers down, and
rubbed his eyes. “It was a crazy, scary dream.”

Richard put the cup on the nightstand and
sat down in a chair. “So, tell me.”

Marcus sat up, pushing himself against the
headboard. “I’m not sure I want to; you’re just gonna spend the
whole day messin’ with me.”

“Fine, suit yourself. But
I warned ya, that buildin’ is haunted.”

“I refuse to believe
that,” he said, climbing out of bed. Grabbing the coffee, he took a
sip and went to get a shower.

Wandering into the living room, Richard
gazed out the window. He was too afraid to recount some of the
stories he’d heard about Ashlar Hall. He only hoped his boss would
find some other project to occupy his time and money. This was not
a good one.

 


An hour later, Marcus was in his office at
the printing factory looking over the plans for the paper mill. The
office was nothing like one would expect a millionaire to own. It
was small, cramped, cluttered, dark, and had furniture left over
from the early eighties. It was his father’s office, and he was
content to leave it just as his father decorated it. Every time he
walked into it, he was reminded of the trials and tribulations his
father went through to put the company together.

“Hey, Rich?” Marcus asked,
looking at the plans for the mill.

“Yeah, boss?”

“I wanna take a drive
north today.”

“Why? I thought you were
gonna situate the paper mill on President’s Island?”

“Yes, that’s my
intention…I wanna go north to see where some green space is
located.”

“Green space?”

“You know, trees, grass,
fields, flowers—green space.”

“What on earth for?”
Richard knew he was getting into something he’d rather not be part
of.

“If I buy Ashlar Hall, and
move it, I need somewhere
to put an eleven thousand square-foot mansion. I
want a nice few acres of green in which to put it.”

Richard rolled his eyes. “You’re just not
gonna leave well enough alone, are you?”

He shook his head. “Nope.”

“Hey, I’m gonna make a
coffee run, do you want some?”

“Please, but don’t tell
Amelia, she thinks I love her coffee,” he whispered.

Richard chuckled. “Surprised she hasn’t
killed you yet with that stuff—it’s toxic!”

“Shhhh!” Marcus held his
finger over his lips. “Don’t want her to hear!”

“I’ll be back.”

The paper mill was another effort to create
more local jobs. Putting the mill on President’s Island made for
easy delivery of the paper pulp he’d need to make the massive rolls
of paper his printing presses were gobbling up at an alarming rate.
It seemed even with the birth of electronic books, paper still held
a place in many people’s hearts. And being the savvy businessman,
he’d capitalized on the eBook craze: offering a publishing service
for authors. Hungry readers were given the choice to buy the book
in traditional paper, or electronically. His company got a small
percentage of the royalties, and everyone seemed happy.

Picking up the phone, he summoned his
secretary. “Amelia, would you come in here, please?” he said in a
polite tone.

“Yes, Mr. Bishop, I’ll be
right there.” A few moments later she walked in. She was a lovely
lady in her mid-sixties. Amelia’s gray hair was pulled back into a
bun. She always dressed nicely for work; Marcus helped keep her in
pretty dresses. Her husband died a few years ago, and she couldn’t
afford to live off his small pension and what Social Security
provided. Marcus took her on as his personal secretary, partly
because he felt for the poor woman, partly because she reminded him
of his mother. The work was far from difficult: mostly a little
typing, answering phones, and attempting to keep the absentminded
owner straight regarding his meetings.

“You rang?” she said with
a smile and a wink. She thought Marcus was quite handsome,
reminding her of her own son.

“Can you do me a favor?”
he asked, rolling up the plans. “Can you get on the internet, or
maybe even the phone book and find me a building mover?”

She raised an eyebrow. “A what?”

“A building mover. Some
company that can pick up a big ol’ buildin’ and move it to another
location. You know, like those house movers.”

“Oh, right. Yes, I see…But
why do you want it?”

“Well, you’ve spent your
whole life in Memphis, right?” he asked.

“Yes, I haven’t found any
good reason to leave,” she replied.

“Then I’m sure you know
about Ashlar Hall.”

“Of course I do. My mother
used to take me to garden parties there when I was little…Did you
know there’s Snowden House across the street? It’s a shame Ashlar
Hall lost all its property and those hideous highrises are there
now.”

Marcus leaned over the desk. “What would you
think if I bought Ashlar Hall and moved it to someplace more
befitting?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’m not
sure if the ghosts would be very happy.”

He put his hands on his face. “Oh, please,
not you too!”

“Marcus, honey, everyone
around knows Ashlar Hall is haunted.”

“Come, Amelia, it’s just
stories. People make ’em up because the building’s spooky looking.”
He stood and paced. “Okay, who’s died there?”

“Can’t say that I know of
anyone.”

“Well, if no one died
there, then why are there ghosts?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I dunno…But
since you seem passionate about the project, I’ll go see what I can
find…Building movers…Hmm.” She shuffled out of the office.

Half an hour later, Richard came in,
carrying a bag, trying to disguise two cups of coffee. “Are you
ready to go see the site for the paper mill?”

“Yup, and then a trip
north. There’s an area I was lookin’ at that might be a good place
for Ashlar Hall.”

Richard groaned. “If you must.”

“Yes, I must.” Marcus put
on his coat, and tucked the roll of plans under his arm. “To
President’s Island, please.”

 


They drove to the very end of Harbor Avenue
on President’s Island. Marcus secured the purchase of six acres of
wooded property in which to build his paper mill. The trees which
were to be cut down would not go to waste. They’d be sent to
another of his facilities for processing into pulp, then turned
into paper in one of his other mills, and sent back to Memphis to
make books. His father taught him not to be wasteful.

Being about as close as he could come to a
publishing tycoon, Marcus had paper mills and printing factories in
three different states in the south. His main production facility
was Memphis, of course. He employed nearly nine hundred people in
the plant. They printed, packed, and shipped books all over the
world. Adding a paper mill would create another three hundred jobs.
His other mills and printing factories were smaller, most employed
three to four hundred workers. And the building not far from
downtown which housed the internet portion of the business,
employed close to two hundred.

“Hey, boss?” Richard said.
It was close to noon and he was getting hungry.

“Mmm?” Marcus replied,
busy looking at the plans which were rolled out on the car hood,
while he tried to visualize where the mill would rise from the huge
stand of trees in front of him.

“You gettin’
hungry?”

“Actually, I
am.”

Richard groaned. “I’m so hungry my stomach’s
touchin’ my spine.”

“Well, there was the
restaurant just as we came onto the island. Is that okay?” He
rolled the plans back up and climbed into the car.

Richard slid into the driver’s seat. “Sure,
you know me, boss, I’m easy to feed.”

“Good, we’ll grab lunch,
and then head north.”

“So, just
how far north are you
lookin’ to go?”

“Just above
I-40.”

“Way up there?”

“It’s not that far,
really. I found a tract of land that’s got four parks near it. Part
of it’s in farm fields, and there’s a nice area with lots of
trees.”

“And it’s for
sale?”

Marcus grinned. “I’m sure it will be, for
the right price.” His cell phone rang
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